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Language in the Dystopian Landscape: Wordplay, Euphemism, and Morality 
Introduction 
For an author to establish a credible and detailed society is one of the most critical 
aspects of dystopian literature. Without the creation of that environment, readers may not fully 
believe or immerse themselves in the text. World-building is important in creating a believable 
narrative; without the fictional reality for the characters to exist in with an acceptable degree of 
verisimilitude, it is difficult to construct an authentic and compelling story. One key facet of 
those fictional realities is the language used and the specific words which are crucial in 
determining that the worlds are unlike our own. The often innovative ways in which both 
characters and narrators communicate in dystopian fiction give readers insight into and context 
for the psychology and rationale of the dystopia, whether it be that of the characters themselves 
or the government or creator of the dystopia. Beyond just insight into the dystopian psyche, 
creative use of language establishes a sense of novelty for readers that can often override or mask 
the true horrors of these fictional worlds. Authors use and distort existing language in order to 
change meaning based on circumstance and allow readers to accept outlandish fictions as reality 
within their respective narratives. Accepting or not accepting these realities can impart on 
readers a sense of conflicting morality, often between that of their own world and the fictional 
world.  
Dystopian literature is, briefly, a departure from general science fiction into a more 
specifically defined genre. Dystopias exist in worlds that have spiraled from our own into things 
much more undesirable and, generally, oppressive of their people. That dystopian societies often 
derive from our own world is important; “A dystopian narrative tries to warn, didactically 
predicting a coming evil while there is still time to correct the situation” (Sisk 6). This rule 
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applies to the genre of “speculative fiction” as well, a genre which has myriad definitions and 
interpretations in the field of literary criticism. Margaret Atwood is an ardent proponent of the 
speculative fiction genre and uses it in her own definitions of her writing. She described in an 
article in The Guardian in 2005: “For me, the science fiction label belongs on books with things 
in them that we can't yet do, such as going through a wormhole in space to another universe; and 
speculative fiction means a work that employs the means already to hand such as DNA 
identification and credit cards, and that takes place on Planet Earth” (Atwood, “Aliens” 2005). 
She did, however, qualify that the term is “fluid” and different definitions are used by different 
people. David Sisk defines dystopian fiction as literature that “turns human perfectibility on its 
head by pessimistically extrapolating contemporary social trends into oppressive and terrifying 
societies” (Sisk 2). Stăncuţa Ramona Dima-Laza says a dystopia is “an anarchic and undesirable 
society, referring to a bleak future in which things take a turn for the worse and which displays 
images of worlds more unpleasant than our own” (Dima-Laza 41), leaving out the speculative 
aspect of the definition entirely. In their introduction to their book Dark Horizons: Science 
Fiction and the Dystopian Imagination, Raffaella Baccolini and Tom Moylan call dystopian 
literature “a prophetic vehicle, the canary in a cage, for writers with an ethical and political 
concern for warning us of terrible sociopolitical tendencies that could, if continued, turn our 
world into the iron cages portrayed in the realm of utopia’s underside” (Baccolini 2). There is 
general agreement, then, upon what a dystopian world consists of and what is means for its 
characters. The definition that I plan to use is this: a dystopia is a society built on the 
magnification of certain issues in our current world as a means to conjecture about how it might 
worsen if the problems persist. This is the crux of both dystopia and speculative fiction; to 
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expand upon a “what if” by creating a world in which a specific part of society has gone horribly 
wrong, yet the structure of the world at large remains the same and recognizable to readers. 
 Language in dystopia, too, is a key part of how authors create the new off-kilter world in 
which the characters live. All of the works that I will discuss fit into the genre of dystopian (and 
more specifically, speculative) fiction, and each author uses alteration of language to indicate a 
break from the readers’ modern world. “Language is a key weapon for the reigning dystopian 
power structure” (Baccolini 5-6), and authors give the dystopian governments the power to 
control their citizens’ thoughts, actions, and rights based on the language that they use. “Issues of 
controlling language inform nearly all dystopian fictions” (Sisk 11); governments in each of the 
works I will discuss, to a certain degree, have altered the ways in which their citizens are able to 
use language in order to control certain thought processes, largely by way of propaganda or 
censorship.   
More specifically, neologism and wordplay in speculative fiction are useful indicators of 
an altered, dystopian society in which the government has taken massive amounts of control. 
Authors indicate the descent into dystopia by naming, in new words, specific practices or objects 
in those realities that are oftentimes insidious, dangerous, or threatening and play key roles in the 
functioning of the societies. Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale is exemplary of the types 
of neologism of interest. Atwood takes existing words and combines them to create new terms 
for various alarmingly oppressive practices put in place by the government of Gilead. These 
words force the characters in the novel to comply with the cultural norms that the government 
tries to impose; the neologisms also invite readers to think critically about their meaning and 
often how they function as propaganda as well. Stories by George Saunders employ similar 
concepts in, for example, creating names of untested drugs from words that already exist in the 
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English language. The new names, neologisms created by Saunders and attributed to the 
unnamed drug company, have much to do with the purpose of the drugs in question and create a 
normalizing effect for the characters and readers. Giving names to these new things makes them 
more familiar to readers and negates the dismay that could otherwise come from an actual 
description of the thing. Since these new words have roots in existing English words, they help to 
alter reality just enough so that, in true dystopian or speculative fiction fashion, both the world 
and the words look just similar enough to what readers are used to in their own lives to be both 
recognizable and distant.  
 Euphemism also plays a large role in building these fictional worlds in the previously 
mentioned works and others. In The Handmaid’s Tale, Lois Lowry’s The Giver, and the 
Saunders stories “The Semplica Girl Diaries,” and “Escape from Spiderhead” as well as Kurt 
Vonnegut’s “2BR02B” and “Welcome to the Monkey House,” euphemism creates a distance 
between the action, which in many cases is reprehensible, and readers’ and characters’ 
perceptions of it. This is often done through capitalization in The Handmaid’s Tale and 
Saunders’ work as well as in The Giver, but euphemism is found throughout these pieces in both 
proper and common nouns. Creating proper nouns gives importance to these objects, ideas, and 
cultural practices or ceremonies, while repurposing common nouns generates a more subtle 
impact in describing many of the events of these narratives. For example, “Elsewhere” in The 
Giver is an ambiguous term with an array of potential interpretations, one of which is the 
afterlife. This and other concepts within these works are designated as very particular and precise 
practices within their worlds that contribute to the veracity of the fictional cultures. The naming 
of things contextualizes them in their respective realities in a way that is comfortable, through 
language with which readers are already familiar.  
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 In this thesis, I plan to examine the ways in which language functions in works under the 
umbrella of dystopian or speculative fiction. Through neologism and euphemism, these authors 
use language to create familiarity with an unfamiliar concept. By creating a novel, playful-
sounding word with a sinister meaning, these authors negate the sense of horror that a reader 
may otherwise feel with regard to the actual meaning. Conversely, by reinventing or repurposing 
existing words to mean something new and threatening, authors accomplish the same goal. 
Authors create a sense of safety by altogether evading the appropriate words. Through all of 
these methods, readers are lulled into a false sense of ease or calm about the dystopian world in 
each of the texts. However, these texts serve as warnings against the dystopian possibilities that 
could arise.  By first desensitizing readers to the realities of the dystopias, authors mimic the 
slow boil of becoming accustomed to a dystopia while already in it; readers accept the new 
words or terms without question, since the novelty overrides the horror. Once readers do become 
aware of the true meanings of many of the words, the outrage that may spark can only increase 
due to the empathy the readers may feel for the characters who have also been fooled by the 
wordplay.These works are warnings against the deterioration of certain aspects of society, and by 
familiarizing the otherwise outlandish and less fathomable ideas, readers are made to 
contemplate and morally examine what is actually happening in each text and how it relates to 
our own world. 
Before examining each work, it is important to note that George Orwell’s 1984 has had 
immense influence on the genre of dystopian fiction, and “no other twentieth-century literary 
genre has been so closely identified with one work as the dystopia has been with George 
Orwell’s 1984.” (Sisk 37) Though I will not be discussing the content of 1984 at length, I will 
devote my first chapter to its influence on and relation to other works. In my next chapter, I will 
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explore the ways in which language functions in Margaret Atwood’s seminal The Handmaid’s 
Tale. In the novel, both euphemism and neologism serve to promote and exemplify government 
propaganda. Characters are oppressed and coerced in large part by the language that the 
government of Gilead uses for their newly implemented cultural practices and ideas.  
My third chapter will focus primarily on euphemism in Lois Lowry’s The Giver. This 
young adult novel contains indicators of extreme government oppression and thought control 
under the guise of homogeny. The euphemism in the novel, as well as the distance from the 
implied creation of the society, obscures the characters’ understanding of humanity and provides 
readers with a frightening glimpse into the full scope of the government’s control. In my final 
chapter, I will analyze four short stories from two authors, George Saunders and Kurt Vonnegut, 
and examine the neologism and euphemism contained in each. In these stories, governmental 
control is once again a salient theme, and language plays an integral role in creating and 
facilitating that oppression. Readers must contend with both authors’ grim senses of humor in 
order to grapple with the moral questions posed by the circumstances in each story.  
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Chapter 1 
Newspeak in 1984: The Precedent for Innovative Wordplay 
Dystopian fiction is largely a creation of the 20th century. Though some dystopian works 
did exist before the 1900s — such as The Time Machine and other novels by H.G. Wells — as a 
reaction to the popular trend of utopian novels much earlier, the phenomenal popularity of the 
genre did not reach its height until the Cold War and after. This popularity was sparked by 
George Orwell’s 1984, arguably the most influential work in the genre. The novel is a 
cornerstone of speculative fiction (though the use of the term in reference to this text is 
anachronistic) and has inspired many other dystopias in the years since its publication in 1949.  
 Orwell’s novel capitalized on the dystopian tropes of oppressive government, regulation 
of original thought, and bleak endings (Stoner). 1984 brings each of these themes to new, higher 
stakes by magnifying the degree to which the governments were oppressive and thought was 
regulated. Not only was the book immensely popular at the time of its publication, but it has 
continued to experiences waves of increased popularity through the years since and in fact 
“spiked to No. 1 on Amazon” in 2017 (Charles). Beyond the simple inspiration in subject matter, 
1984 also acts as a jumping-off point for authors who work innovatively with language.  
In 1984, language and its alteration drive the governmental oppression of the novel. The 
“Newspeak” intends to wipe out the vast majority of words in the English language in favor of 
keeping a select few for ultimate efficiency and control of public thought; when people do not 
have control of the words for things like rebellion, they do not have the capacity to rebel. It also 
creates an ease of speaking and shortens words to make them catchier and may seem more 
playful or harmless to readers. The concept of English Socialism shortens to “Ingsoc”; the ruling 
Party deems thinking about things that are not appropriate as “crimethink”; the act of deceiving 
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oneself in order to put full, unconscious faith in the Party is called “doublethink.” These terms 
obviously derive from English but have no actual meaning outside of the context of the novel. 
Though Newspeak is not incredibly important to the plot itself, it is an insidious part of the 
created world, and Orwell creates an entire appendix explaining its relevance and intent on a 
larger scale than is explained in the main narrative. In the appendix, Orwell defines these words 
as “verbal shorthand” (249), and describes them as compound words derived from a different set 
of standards than compound words in standard English. Also in the appendix, it is worth noting 
that the entirety of the analysis of Newspeak is in past tense. When considering that the appendix 
is written in standard English, it can be surmised that Newspeak was “an interesting linguistic 
experiment that was attempted at some point in the past, and ultimately failed” (Sisk 52). This 
does provide somewhat of a sense of hope, that perhaps the society in 1984 failed as a whole, 
and historians more like-minded to modern readers have documented the entire affair.  
The practice of creating compound words is a pattern that appears in many works of 
dystopian fiction post-Orwell. In The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood, many of the 
unpleasant practices that the society of Gilead implements are given names that are reminiscent 
of Newspeak, “Particicution” and “Prayvaganza” being two of the most prominent in the novel. 
Gilead’s government uses the term “unwoman” in The Handmaid’s Tale as well, meaning that 
the woman in question has gone against her role as a responsible citizen, which directly reminds 
of the “unpersons” in 1984. Atwood, in an article written for The Guardian in 2013, cites Orwell 
as her hero and an inspiration for her work in dystopias; “Orwell became a direct model for me 
much later in my life – in the real 1984, the year in which I began writing a somewhat different 
dystopia, The Handmaid's Tale” (Atwood, “My Hero” 2013). By that article, it is no stretch to 
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compare Atwood’s work with wordplay and neologism to that of Orwell; Atwood herself has 
drawn parallels between herself and Orwell and holds him up as an influence.  
When reading Atwood, the use of this altered, neologistic language directly reflects the 
type of language alteration Orwell uses, but Atwood employs it for a slightly different effect. In 
1984, Orwell emphasizes the loss and compression of language; the wordplay exists for its own 
sake. The government utilizes wordplay to further their censorship and oppression, but it is not 
the driving factor in that oppression, simply a side effect. Words change for the purpose of 
changing citizens’ language. In Atwood, however, the language directly results from the 
government of Gilead’s mission to control its citizens. The new words are propaganda at its 
peak, promoting a way of thinking meant for Gilead’s citizens that maintains their oppression. 
The new words are slightly familiar, with roots in standards English, and carry similar weight to 
the compound words of Newspeak. The neologism and euphemism work together as part of the 
government’s main press for conformity and compliance with the new regime. By forcing the 
use of the new words — or those with altered meaning in the case of the euphemistic wordplay 
— Gilead mirrors the society in 1984. In both cases, language shapes the citizens’ minds in a 
certain way, leading them to believe certain things based on the words they are made to use. The 
governments “seize control of language (and through language, power) for their own repressive 
ends” (Sisk 13); this happens frequently in many dystopian fictional worlds and remains a theme 
throughout most dystopias in which government is the driving oppressor.  
The Giver by Lois Lowry also uses the occasional compression of words to make a 
newer, more specific word. The most salient example is that of the “newchildren” that the 
protagonist Jonas’s father in the novel cares for. They are simply infants, not yet one year old, 
but by calling them this new term, they seem less human and more scientific or experimental. 
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Though this does not mean the same thing, the term calls to mind the so-called “unpersons” in 
1984 – those who have been disappeared by the Party and have been wiped from the record of 
history. Again, this term is not particularly sinister but harkens back to the idea of 
depersonalizing these humans into something scientific or utilitarian in the society.  
More sinister, however, is once again the governmental oppression and control of thought 
processes through language. In The Giver, the citizens of Jonas’s society have lost the ability to 
see color, to understand the concept of true difference, and to experience the full scope of human 
emotion. Lowry, like Atwood, cites Orwell as being “in my consciousness” (Hintz 197). In the 
same way that characters in Orwell’s novel are barred by language from thinking certain things, 
Lowry’s characters have lost the ability to perceive certain facets of what modern readers would 
consider basic human functions, such as deep emotion. The government is responsible for both 
of these deviations from the modern norm, and though the type of language alteration is 
somewhat different, the outcome is similar.. 
In George Saunders’ story “Escape from Spiderhead,” Saunders compresses language in 
a similar way to Orwell’s Newspeak. In the story, the protagonist is a subject for drug testing, 
and the approved drugs have playful names that combine words and roots to convey each drug’s 
purpose. “Verbaluce™,” the most commonly used drug in the story, which stems from “verbal” 
and “lucid,” is used to make users more eloquent and able to construct elaborate and poetic 
sentences. This utilitarian motivation for wordplay is a slightly different spin on Orwell than 
Atwood, but the new words still strongly evoke 1984. In the Newspeak Appendix, Orwell 
describes the “Class C Vocabulary” which “was supplementary to the others and consisted 
entirely of scientific and technical terms. These resembled the scientific terms in use today, and 
were constructed from the same roots, but the usual care was taken to define them rigidly and 
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strip them of undesirable meanings” (Orwell 254). Though no specific examples are given, and 
the words are said to be specific to each field of science (though the word ‘science’ does not 
even exist in Newspeak), the types of words in “Escape from Spiderhead” would undoubtedly 
fall into that category in 1984. And again, as in the other examples, these words are products of 
governmental intereference and have much the same oppressive effect. 
 In addition to neologism in 1984, euphemism also works as prominent linguistic device. 
The torture chamber in which Winston Smith spends a large portion of the book is simply called 
“Room 101.” Additionally, when people are killed, they are simply “vaporized” and become 
“unpersons” in the basement of the Ministry of Love; the system of ministries is euphemistic as 
well, the names meaning nearly the opposite of what the ministries themselves are responsible 
for. This practice of euphemism regarding heinous acts of violence is a key part of how the 
dystopia in 1984 operates; by not calling the act of violence for what it is, the government 
minimizes the threat threat. Much of the book focuses on the not-saying of things; even a covert 
operation like the Revolution, in which Winston and Julia are involved, receives no concrete 
reference; they say simply that it is the Revolution, with no additional context. In the spaces 
where the real words are not said, readers are left to imagine what these terms actually mean, 
which makes it all the more threatening; no one knows exactly what being “vaporized” entails, 
and so it becomes more chilling. Much of the euphemism in these dytopian works of fiction 
creates a similar effect. Although euphemism is supposed to obscure meaning and make a 
concept less threatening, readers are, for the most part, able to read through to euphemism and 
see what truly goes on in these situations; characters may be fooled, but readers are not, which is 
what makes the euphemism so effective in the eyes of readers. 
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 Again, Atwood mimics Orwell in this respect. There are numerous terms within The 
Handmaid’s Tale that are made to seem less threatening by calling the thing by another word: the 
“Salvaging,” the “Colonies,” and even the Handmaids themselves. “Salvaging” literally means 
saving, but readers eventually discover that it describes the act of killing those who do not obey 
the laws of Gilead. Likewise, to “vaporize” something simply means to convert to vapor and is 
not usually applied to humans, but by using it to describe killing those who disagree with the 
Party, Orwell makes it much more threatening. By not drawing attention to the meaning of these 
terms specifically, Atwood mirrors Orwell by simply pushing these sorts of things into a 
nonviolent corner of the mind. The governments of both societies seem to do this intentionally, 
as a way to propagandize and alter citizens’ perceptions of the state-sanctioned actions. Orwell’s 
precedent is apparent in Atwood’s creation of an oppressive government.  
In The Giver, Lowry uses the term “release” as a synonym for Orwell’s “vaporize.” 
Though releases are not usually for political purposes — except at the very beginning of the 
novel, in which a rogue pilot is “released” — a release is still a euphemism for killing someone 
in the novel. As mentioned before, the society in The Giver is much less destructive and 
insidious than that in 1984, but many parallels can be drawn within the practices of each society. 
Other euphemisms, such as “Elsewhere” and “Sameness” are intentionally ambiguous terms for 
concepts that are quite oppressive to the citizens of Jonas’s community. However, like in 1984, 
these seemingly harmless words represent governmental practices that oppress the characters in 
the novel. 
 Lastly, in Saunders’s stories, things like the “Interior Garden” and the “Workroom” are 
euphemisms for the area in which the prisoners have drugs tested on them and are innocuously 
named despite having destructive purposes in reality. In “The Semplica Girl Diaries,” 
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euphemism permeates throughout the story, the narrator never quite explaining the most sinister 
aspects of his world. Though most of Saunders’s work focuses on neologism rather than 
euphemism, the evasion of mentioning certain parts of the dystopia increases their horror. In 
Kurt Vonnegut’s stories “2BR02B” and “Welcome to the Monkey House,” there are numerous 
euphemisms for the crematorium where people are sent to make room for new infants to be born. 
This is reminiscent of “release” and “vaporize” as well, except the terms are even more playful. 
Vonnegut calls the gas chamber the “Happy Hooligan,” for example, in “2BR02B,” among other 
equally silly and satirical names. In “Welcome to the Monkey House,” the Ethical Suicide 
Services or “E.S.S.” and the people who do not take the government-issue ethical birth control 
pills or “nothingheads” both are euphemistic terms to obscure the fact that the government is 
controlling every aspect of its citizens’ reproduction or lack thereof. In these two stories, 
Vonnegut’s objective is to satirize the issue of overpopulation, and he does so with a level of 
governmental control similar to that in Orwell’s Ingsoc government. 
 Through all of these examples of neologism and euphemism, the same tropes play out in 
narrative after narrative. The words are changed because they were created by an oppressive 
government, which is a characteristic of nearly every work mentioned, whether in a way that is 
central to the narrative or not. Additionally, using linguistic strategies like euphemism is a means 
of controlling public thought about a certain activity, which is another key facet of dystopian 
literature that was set forth by 1984 as the standard. Many of the stories have bleak endings as 
well which, though not directly connected to wordplay, is yet another dystopian trope that 
became such a standard through the popularization and canonization of 1984. Whether directly 
or indirectly, Orwell influences each of these texts through these tropes that are so central to the 
dystopian genre. The way that Orwell changes language in 1984 set a bar for language to be 
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changed; using those indicators in his work of dystopian literature fixed in the genre the idea that 
in futuristic worlds that have derived from ours through speculation, the language has shifted as a 
part of that change. Therefore, regardless of whether or not an author was influenced directly as 
Atwood was, for example, authors of dystopian literature can hardly avoid the work which 
Orwell did as a pioneer in the genre. 
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Chapter 2 
The Handmaid’s Tale: Wordplay as Government Propaganda 
Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale is rife with innovative wordplay stemming 
from the dystopian imaginings of the author. In this chapter, I will discuss several facets of 
Atwood’s wordplay in the novel and how they augment and interact with the dystopian realities 
of this fictional world. The ways in which she alters language speaks to the nature of the 
propaganda that makes the world of Gilead particularly oppressive and terrifying. I have already 
mentioned in previous chapters Atwood’s commitment to the genres of dystopia and speculative 
fiction, as she defines them. The Merriam-Webster online dictionary defines dystopia as “an 
imagined world or society in which people lead wretched, dehumanized, fearful lives.” Through 
the novel, Atwood’s characters are dehumanized and deprived of free will by the authoritarian 
regime governing the society of Gilead, which especially demoralizes the characters due largely 
to the idea that free will is the thing that distinguishes humans as separate from other beings and 
from machines (Dima-Laza 50). When the characters, primarily the Handmaids, are stripped of 
their autonomy and forced into their roles as mothers only to immediately give up their children, 
they forfeit their rights to make any decisions for themselves for the good of Gilead, as the 
authoritarian regime sees it. The familiar yet new language that Atwood uses in her dystopian 
Gilead is insidious and indicative of a propagandistic world that soothes both its members and 
readers of the novel into a false sense of safety and ease. Atwood creates a beautiful surface-
level exterior to Gilead through her words that “simplifies complex ideologies and social 
relationships” (Laflen 83). Rather than allowing those ideologies and relationships to flourish, 
she creates an oppressive, authoritarian state that perpetuates a one-dimensional society for its 
citizens through censorship and propaganda. 
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In her essay on fascism and its propaganda’s often appealing visuals, Angela Laflen 
compares Gilead to Germany’s Third Reich in its ability to use “visual culture” (84) to create a 
totalitarian society from which it seems there is no escape. In Gilead, things are made to seem 
peaceful and non-threatening through Atwood’s language, and it is the readers’ responsibility to 
join Offred in seeing through the facade (Laflen 87). Atwood accomplishes this disparity 
between visual beauty and sneaky, insidious danger by engaging in clever wordplay to lull 
readers into a sense of security. The complacent nature of many of the novel’s characters who 
assume Gilead to be simply inescapable mirrors the readers’ reaction to Atwood’s proposed 
reality. This propaganda is successful until readers take a closer look at the cultural practices 
themselves rather than the words that represent them, and “read beneath” (Atwood 82) them, just 
as Offred attempts to read beneath the propaganda of the news channels she sees before each 
Ceremony. Atwood “suggests that the receivers of language — listeners or readers — must 
properly interpret the language the political agent uses for language truly to create a self-
empowering subjectivity and reality” (Hogsette 265). In his essay, David Hogsette continues to 
emphasize that language is a key part of institutional power, and that “language is never value-
neutral” (Hogsette 263). By politicizing this wordplay in the form of propaganda, Atwood 
emphasizes Gilead’s misleading and oppressive practices.  
As I indicated in my introductory chapter, Atwood ascribes personal, literary significance 
to the concept of speculative fiction, and she emphasizes the role of the imagination in dystopia 
as where the speculation appears. In the current world, she says, “Understanding the imagination 
is no longer a pastime, but a necessity; because increasingly, if we can imagine it, we'll be able to 
do it” (Atwood, Aliens). In other words, readers must harness their own imaginations and 
understand the implications that our actions may have on the future. In The Handmaid’s Tale, 
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Atwood captures readers’ imaginations by using words just familiar enough in our common, 
modern vernacular to grab attention and make readers comfortable, yet often twists the meanings 
of the words into things much more sinister. She uses the readers’ familiarity with their own 
lingo against them as a means to earn trust before elaborating, depicting often-disturbing cultural 
practices in Gilead. Through creating new compound words or neologisms and by euphemizing 
and changing the meaning of existing words, Atwood creates a credible dystopian vernacular in 
Gilead that is innately familiar to readers due to the origin of its vocabulary.  
In the “Historical Notes” of The Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood’s fictional anthropologist 
Professor James Darcy Pieixoto says of Gilead, “its genius was synthesis” (Atwood 307).  The 
same could be said of Atwood’s writing as well; the genius in The Handmaid’s Tale stems from 
its literary and linguistic merit, as it contains numerous examples of synthetic language and 
syntheses of concepts into new, representative words. Through these neologisms, readers are 
invited to focus on the language and the novelty of the unfamiliar rather than fixate on the 
meanings of the words themselves. If readers stop to contemplate the meaning of the new words, 
they will find that these words are what make an effective dystopian story. There is just enough 
familiarity in the roots of the words to make them accessible, but the words are, in reality, 
beautiful facades for graphic and often-violent practices that characterize the society of Gilead. 
At first glance, the neologisms are harmless, but upon further study they prove to be truly 
concerning. The existence of the words implies that they are institutionalized ways, through 
government sanctioning, of referring to largely immoral practices.  
The naming of the Handmaids in the novel is one of the most alarming neologistic 
practices; this Gilead-created way of referring to women indicates that the government approves 
of and in fact encourages the oppression of women. Each woman forced into service as a 
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Handmaid is stripped of her own name and given a new, temporary name depending on whose 
command she is under, effectively rendering her powerless and identity-less (Hogsette 268). The 
narrator’s name, Offred, is “a patronymic, composed of the possessive preposition and the first 
name of the gentleman in question. Such names were taken by these women upon their entry into 
a connection with the household of a specific Commander, and relinquished by them upon 
leaving it” (Atwood 305-6). All of the Handmaids’ names stem from this root, including 
characters Ofglen, Ofwarren, and more. The name Offred in particular, however, is obviously the 
most outstanding example in the novel and carries the most weight. The name does not 
immediately register, upon first reading, as “of Fred,” perhaps because of the double “f,” in the 
same way that Ofwarren is immediately an obvious combination of “of Warren.” Its spelling 
changes pronunciation so that, when spoken aloud, the name sounds more like “off-red” than 
“of-Fred.” In this renaming, “by simply changing the pronoun, one can delete another’s 
personhood” (Hogsette 268). And here, the choice of “Fred” as Offred’s Commander’s name is a 
subtle decision that dictates the ambiguous way the name is spelled. This allows readers to 
potentially forget the insidious root of the name Offred and ignore the fact that her name does 
not allow her to be a fully independent person. By creating this new way of referring to many 
women in Gilead, the government erases all evidence that these women are people at all; the 
removal of their names must be intentional, a linguistic severing of their ties to humanity. 
Atwood shows here that language at its root, down to the ways in which we refer to other people, 
can be politicized and shaped into propaganda for its own agenda.  
 A prominent neologism in the narrative, the Particicution, has obvious roots in modern 
English that Gileada has shaped in order to name a particularly gruesome practice. It combines 
the words “participate” and “execution,” which is an apt fusion given the meaning of the new 
 
 
 
19 
word. Atwood, in fact, reveals a potential inspiration for her variation on the word “participate” 
in Pieixoto’s monologue at the end of the novel: “[Waterford] seems to have been the originator 
of the term ‘Particicution,’ which he lifted from an exercise program popular sometime in the 
last third of the century” (Atwood 307). This program is not fictional, but rather a reference to 
the Canadian fitness initiative called ParticipACTION, as confirmed by Atwood in a Twitter post 
in December 2017 (@MargaretAtwood); Twitter user Ryan Yu asked specifically if “the term 
‘particicution’ in The Handmaid's Tale inspired by @ParticipACTION in any way” (@vqaeola) 
to which Atwood responded “Yeppers.” (@MargaretAtwood). Though ParticipACTION is 
obviously not a method for group murder, it was and continues to be “well-known” and 
“internationally...successful” (Faulkner 153). It can be speculated that because of the familiarity 
of ParticipACTION in Canada, Canadian readers — especially at the time of the book’s release 
— would connect Atwood’s Particicution to the fitness program, and it is obvious from the 
aforementioned Twitter interaction that readers are still making this connection. Because this 
reference is so grounded in popular culture, the Particicution becomes much more innocuous in 
name. When readers associate the chilling action of a group execution with a successful exercise 
program, the violent connotation becomes slightly removed. To the society from which Gilead 
stemmed, ostensibly the real-world 1980s, group fitness would have been very a familiar and 
popular practice. By naming the practice “Particicution,” Atwood implies that the creators of 
Gilead likely knew about and capitalized on the familiarity with programs like ParticipACTION 
in order to create effective propaganda to convince its citizens.  
Nonetheless, the description of the event is full of gruesome detail, as the Handmaids 
“[push] him down, sideways, then [kick] his head viciously, one, two, three times, sharp painful 
jabs with the foot, well-aimed” (Atwood 279). The man being executed has been accused of rape 
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and, as the execution takes place, “he has become an it” (280). The man is dehumanized due to 
Gilead’s propagandistic distortion of the morality of the event. Before the execution begins, there 
is an “energy building here, a murmur, a tremor of readiness and anger” (278) but readers are 
given mixed signals at first about the nature of the energy. Even in the description, however 
disturbing, Atwood uses “bright” (279) metaphors and portrays the whole event as “a crowd at a 
rock concert in the former time” (279). This phrase, at the beginning of the account of the 
Particicution itself, serves as a buffer between what is actually happening and our own 
familiarity with our own world. Before readers even encounter the appalling description of the 
execution, they are given the image of a rock concert, fun and relatively innocent, an activity for 
pleasure. Furthermore, Aunt Lydia implies that the women have already been prepared for events 
such as this, and perhaps have already participated in them before. She tells the Handmaids that 
they “know the rules” (278), which makes the entire event seem rather mechanical and 
structured, nothing severely out of the ordinary. The Particicution, as an event, is made to seem 
like a run-of-the-mill affair, rooted in the mundane and just another necessary part of Gileadean 
society. Between the cultural reference Atwood makes to ParticipACTION and the casual way in 
which she introduces the execution, readers gain a sense of familiarity and security that eases the 
blow, so to speak, of the violent group murder that actually takes place. And because real-life 
readers made that connection, the fictional characters in Gilead would likely make the 
association as well. Gileadean propaganda, as words like Particicution definitely are, works 
effectively by capitalizing on that familiarity and creating a truly sinister culture. 
As with the Particicutions, Offred references a “Prayvaganza” in the novel several times 
before readers are shown what a Prayvaganza truly is. This neologism sounds much more 
lighthearted than a Particicution, implying a celebratory extravaganza that happens to include 
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prayer and religious implications alongside the festivity. The innocent-sounding combination of 
“pray” and “extravaganza” along with the numerous mentions of the event early in the narrative 
both work toward normalizing the idea and provide readers with the impression that these are 
ordinary events like any other. The description of women “on their dutiful way” (Atwood 21) to 
Prayvaganzas gives readers this sense of normalcy as well; Prayvaganzas are simply regular 
events in Gilead with no cause for concern. This, too, works as propaganda within Gilead. The 
cheerful name negates the actual meaning and functions to convince citizens of its 
appropriateness.  
However, in true Gilead fashion, the Prayvaganzas are not regular events that are familiar 
to modern readers, but group marriages, and “the marriages are of course arranged” (Atwood 
219) with some of the brides “no more than fourteen” (219) years old. These ceremonies are 
obligatory spectacles for the Handmaids; however, for the Wives and daughters of important 
people, “attendance at Prayvaganzas isn’t compulsory for them, especially if they’re on duty or 
have young children, but the galleries seem to be filling up anyway. I suppose it’s a form of 
entertainment, like a show or a circus” (213). There is not much description of the facts of the 
ceremony, leaving readers to imagine the “[demonstration of] how obedient and pious we are” 
(212) while the attendees listen to the Commander give his speech about the benefits of the 
Prayvaganzas. The entire description of the event that Offred attends is very matter-of-fact, 
relatively benign compared to the Particicution that is soon to follow and compared to the public 
hangings that Offred describes. The name itself, again, sounds like a celebration, and there is no 
sense of outrage at these child marriages even from those who disagree with it.  
Because of the simplicity of the description along with the misleading nature of the name 
itself, Prayvaganzas do not seem to be anything sinister or harmful. And indeed, it is less dire 
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than the group executions, but these marriages are still morally corrupt, marrying children to men 
who are implied to be full-grown adults. Due to the comparison with the more violent events and 
the pleasant implications in the name itself, readers are lulled into a sense of complacency about 
Prayvaganzas in the novel.  The fun-sounding name and the matter-of-fact description both 
detract from the true severity of the ceremony and allow both the readers and the characters to 
become somewhat complacent and complicit in the child marriages because they are not invited 
to consider the Prayvaganzas more critically. Atwood cloaks the harmful event in a playful name 
to illustrate Gilead’s ability to create effective propaganda and obscure the true nature of the 
events.  
Though the Underground Femaleroad is not explicitly explained, there are numerous 
references to this playful neologism as an escape route from Gilead, primarily through the 
description of Moira’s attempt at escape that she recounts to Offred in chapter thirty-eight. Moira 
refers to “stations” during her story and implies that there is an entire system of safe houses on a 
mailing list that she used in her former life before she was taken as a Handmaid. The system, she 
says, is made up largely of Quakers and others who were “doing it for religious reasons” or “just 
people who didn’t like the way things were going” (247). The reference is obviously a nod to the 
historical American Underground Railroad, an antebellum “vast network of people who helped 
fugitive slaves escape to the North and to Canada” from slavery in the southern United States 
(PBS). The parallels are overt, and the cleverness of the name masks the dire nature of the 
situation; not only is the word technically a neologism, but a euphemism as well. The playful 
“Femaleroad” twist on “Railroad” distracts from the fact that in the novel, women like Moira 
must risk their lives to escape the regime of Gilead. By comparing the journey to something in 
the distant-seeming past, the play on words lessens the apparent severity of the need to escape. 
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The actual Underground Railroad is a concept familiar to many as a successful means to escape 
slavery, so the fictional one has a degree of familiarity as well that draws on the success of the 
real Railroad to allow readers to ignore its grimness in favor of what they assume will be a 
positive outcome, given the precedent. There is a darker implication as well, though, that points 
toward the Handmaids’ servitude as a type of slavery by conflating the two.  
The novel concludes with a section titled “Historical Notes.” This section, mostly 
comprised of a monologue by the aforementioned Professor Pieixoto, is a fictional, historical 
explanation of what happened in Gilead, as told by historians and anthropologists 150 years in 
the future. The story, we learn first of all, is not an actual written account. Readers discover that 
Offred recorded all of her testimony on audiotapes, and Pieixoto and those who discovered them 
arranged the narrative as we received it. Her story is mitigated through the interpretation of the 
men — and it is notable that it is a man who has the power in explaining her story — who found 
it. This explanation is particularly disconcerting because readers are made aware of the larger 
context of the story. When given detail, we are made aware of our closeness to the story in our 
own society. Atwood, in essence, directs readers toward a proper understanding of the novel. 
Before being made aware of the larger context of Offred’s story, readers are much more easily 
able to shrug off the story as far-fetched and unrealistic. However, once explicitly given the 
information that Gilead stemmed directly from contemporary American society at the time of the 
book’s publication, readers are directly invited to make connections between Gilead and their 
own world, revisiting their own interpretations (Hogsette 277). For example, certain instances in 
Pieixoto’s speech imply that the status of women in society has not fully recovered from 
Gilead’s regime; Pieixoto refers to the Underground Femaleroad as the “Underground Frailroad” 
and makes a vulgar joke about the Handmaid’s “tail,” as Pieixoto calls it, in “the archaic vulgar 
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signification of the word” (Atwood 301). Readers are invited here to look critically at the way 
that the future society treats women in the context of a speech about the oppression of women; 
these forthright quips will likely remind readers of their own society, in which women are often 
denigrated in offhand ways. Similarly, when we intentionally contemplate the wordplay that 
Atwood employs to construct the world, we see that the word roots are dangerously close to 
modern practices that are familiar to us. As the origins of the words and names are uncovered, 
the practices become more sinister because of how calculated their creation proves to be. The 
name “Particicution” is so close to ParticipACTION, for example, that it would not seem 
unrealistic for someone to devise such a term; it appears that similar work has already been done.  
The neologism in the novel indicates Gilead’s commitment to altering the English 
language in order to conform to its new cultural standards. However, neologism is not the only 
tool that Atwood gives Gilead’s creators; beyond the relatively obvious practice of creating new 
words, the wordplay in the novel encompasses euphemism and changed meaning of existing 
words as well. Whereas the neologism creates novelty to override the horror of Gilead’s new 
culture, euphemism is a more insidious method of propaganda and control. The familiarity of a 
certain word, already existing in the English language, facilitates readers’ and citizens’ 
acceptance of the same word with a different meaning. The creation of slang in modern popular 
culture draws on a similar principle, but Atwood’s reassigning of meaning has a much more 
sinister purpose.  In the novel, Gilead uses that familiarity in order to create propaganda and 
deceive members of the society into believing that what they are doing is right and just. Each of 
the words Atwood chooses, which are often capitalized as part of their altered meaning, 
designates an action, ceremony, or cultural phenomenon within Gilead. The ways in which they 
are newly defined contrast sharply with the original meanings of the words, often to something 
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much more negative than the original. This methodology, to create euphemism surrounding 
cultural practices, demonstrates that familiar language can be reshaped as political propaganda. 
 The title of the novel itself, The Handmaid’s Tale, is somewhat of a euphemism. In the 
historical notes, Pieixoto refers to Chaucer as inspiration for calling the story a tale (Atwood 
301). The Canterbury Tales, an obvious reference of The Handmaid’s Tale, brings literary 
weight with it that the similarily named text would benefit from. The similarities to The 
Canterbury Tales are fairly numerous as well, beyond simply the naming. Chaucer’s work is a 
series of stories told by various characters, all mediated through one male narrator’s voice. 
Offred’s story, though all one character’s experience, is also mediated by the men who 
discovered her tapes. The historical notes imply that Pieixoto, or at least his cohort of 
anthropologists, are the ones responsible for the title of the novel. Calling the story a “tale” 
makes it sound rather quaint, like it will narrate the simple happenings of an ordinary person. 
The word “tale” invokes “fairytale,” “fable,” or similarly imaginative types of stories that may 
foreground whimsy over reality. The similar title to The Canterbury Tales elevates the work, but 
the sexist jokes from the professor create a tension between the building up of and 
condescending to the narrator herself. The men who tell her story poke fun at the homonym 
“tail” as a vulgar joke to sexualize women, which lowers the status of the narrative. The choice 
of title, not made by Offred herself, serves to lessen the impact of the narrative overall, even 
taking into consideration the estimable allusion to Chaucer’s work. It is just a tale, nothing 
serious like a report or a history; this naming steals some of the legitimacy and gravity that the 
narrative may have had otherwise. It cannot hold valuable weight because it is only a tale.  
 The name “Handmaid” in both the title and the context of the novel is euphemistic as 
well. It evokes the image of a female servant, harmless, and present only to serve the needs of 
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the household in a simply domestic sense. A “handmaiden,” according to Merriam-Webster, is 
“1: a personal maid or female servant” or “2: something whose essential function is to serve or 
assist.” There is no negative connotation here; the Handmaids are helpful, essential parts of the 
household, with no implication of forced servitude or anything remotely sinister. In reality, 
however, readers are immediately clued into the fact that the Handmaids are astonishingly 
oppressed and forced into this role, which goes far past simple household service. In fact, they do 
very little household service besides daily grocery shopping. They are given specific clothing to 
wear, “the red dresses and white wings of the Handmaids” (Atwood 26) as their only option in 
Gilead, and they are not even permitted to read.  
Not only does the term seem harmless in a secular sense, the word “handmaid” refers to 
the Bible as well. The jobs of the Handmaids “imitate the Jacob, Rachel, Bilhah arrangement, 
triggered off by Rachel's infertility crisis” (Filipczak 171), in which Bilhah carries a child that 
will ultimately be given to Rachel. In the hyper-religious society of Gilead, the women who 
carry children are protected, seen as nearly sacred. That the Handmaids’ name stems directly 
from the Bible is, to the creators of Gilead, a reference to holiness that serves as propaganda to 
distract people from the unwillingness of the Handmaids themselves. To Gilead, they are doing 
God’s work, “made to believe that their position is of great honour, as if they are hypnotised” 
(Nandhini) demonstrating their ultimate faithfulness and becoming a new iteration of a Biblical 
figure. The Biblical name distracts from the true, unwilling nature of most of the Handmaids’ 
conscription. Their humanity is stolen from them by restricting their free well (Dima-Laza 50), 
but their Biblical names provide the context with which to mask their oppression with ideals of 
reverence and protection. The Handmaids are purported to be the most precious commodity in 
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Gilead, responsible for creating the next generation; giving them a reverential, Biblical name 
distracts from the fact that they are conscripted into this role unwillingly. 
 Other jobs are named euphemistically for propaganda purposes in Gilead as well: the 
Aunts, Guardians, and Marthas. These assigned roles in the new society are all named so as to 
obscure the actual nature of their responsibilities. The Aunts, as described in the historical notes, 
are the “crack female control agency” (Atwood 308) of the Handmaids in Gilead. Pieixoto 
elaborates, explaining “there were many women willing to serve as Aunts, either because of a 
genuine belief in what they called ‘traditional values,’ or for the benefits they might thereby 
acquire” (308). The Aunts are allowed to read and write and are responsible for the so-called 
education of new classes of Handmaids. Offred has a particular hatred for Aunt Lydia in the 
novel, the Aunt who trained her specifically, and she often cites Aunt Lydia’s sayings and pieces 
of advice about the new ways that the society of Gilead is meant to function. She tells Offred 
“The Republic of Gilead ... knows no bounds. Gilead is within you” (23) and, much more 
threateningly, “Remember... For our purposes your feet and your hands are not essential” (91). 
Many of Offred’s memories are of Aunt Lydia sharing advice, acting as an Aunt in the 
traditional sense. Aunts in Gilead, though, are Aunts only in name. The fact that they are called 
Aunts and not Mothers or Sisters, for example, gives them distance and exemption from the 
inherent closeness of an immediate family member. The Aunts are not close with the Handmaids, 
but they are nonetheless authority figures who must be obeyed. The euphemism for Aunt in place 
of “Trainer” or, perhaps most apt, “Brainwasher,” however, does make the older women 
familiar. They are named after nurturing figures who can, in the readers’ world, be friends and 
confidants. By framing them as such, Atwood illustrates a key aspect of the true propagandistic 
nature of Gilead. These Aunts are named to be caring but, in reality, they are responsible for 
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brainwashing the Handmaids into accepting their new roles without a fight. Further, the Aunts 
act as midwives during childbirth if a Handmaid becomes pregnant. While Janine is in labor, 
Aunt Elizabeth “feels for contractions” (Atwood 123) and, after the birth, “kneels, with an 
outspread towel to catch the baby” (126). There is an implied trust in helping a woman give 
birth, and a true aunt may be helpful in the ordinary world of readers. These Aunts, however, 
immediately betray that trust as the infant is “placed ceremoniously” (126) in the arms of the 
Wife, not of Janine. And indeed, this hurts Janine, and the Handmaids “stand between Janine and 
the bed, so she won’t have to see” (127) her baby in the arms of her Commander’s Wife. The 
betrayal stings all the more because the Aunts are supposedly trustworthy. The harmless name 
gives the Aunts a level of trust inherent in the familiar (and familial).  
 The roles of Marthas, Guardians, and Econowives are less crucial to the narrative overall, 
but they do both exhibit further euphemism in Gileadean propaganda. The Marthas all wear the 
same dress, like the Handmaids, “which is dull green, like a surgeon’s gown of the time before” 
(Atwood 9). They function as housekeepers and are likely infertile, unmarried women who are 
not sent to the Colonies. There is very little definite information about the Marthas as a social 
class, only that they are “lower-ranking women” (213). They are almost always referred to as 
“the Marthas” with only Rita and Cora referenced as individuals by Offred. On the other hand, 
Guardians are responsible for “routine policing and other menial functions, digging up the 
Commander’s Wife’s garden for instance, and they’re either stupid or older or disabled or very 
young” (20).  Their appearance is largely militarized, even though “the Guardians aren’t real 
soldiers” (20). Nick, Offred’s love interest in the novel, is a Guardian assigned to the 
Commander’s household. Econowives are essential parts of the citizenry in Gilead as well. They 
“are not divided into functions. They have to do everything; if they can” (24). There is not much 
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information in the text about the function of Econowives in the larger society, except that their 
existence, ideally, will only last until “times improve” (44). Likely, they represent a middle class 
of women who are not wealthy enough to be Wives but were not conscripted to be Handmaids, 
Marthas, or Aunts: married women who have maintained their status of relative anonymity.  
Two of these designations, Martha and Guardian, are euphemistic terms that also further 
the religious implications of Gilead’s naming process. Both names derive from biblical or 
religious meaning; Martha is a biblical character, the sister of Mary, who hosts Jesus in her home 
multiple times. Martha is preoccupied with serving Jesus, and frustrated with Mary, who is not 
helping with the preparation of Jesus’s meal whatsoever; Martha is an archetypal homemaker, as 
are the Marthas in the novel. Similarly religious, though less precise, the Guardians’ full title is 
“Guardians of the Faith” (20). The religious titles serve to euphemistically change Marthas and 
Guardians from mere servants and guards, respectively, into lofty and important parts of society, 
at least in name if readers do not look too closely.  Giving biblical, noble sounding euphemistic 
names masks what are mostly menial labor jobs. This furthers Gilead’s purpose in controlling 
public opinion through the use of suggestive language. Atwood illustrates here Gilead’s 
complete overhaul of the language in order to create and maintain its control.  
 Beyond just giving names to specific jobs, Gilead’s propaganda spreads to cultural 
practices as well. In fact, there is an entire section in the novel named for the “Salvaging,” which 
is a ritual of punishment for those who have broken laws less serious than those in a 
Particicution, for example. The term, according to the historical notes, “may have been [the 
Commander’s], although by the time of Gilead’s inception it had spread from its origin in the 
Philippines to become a general term for the elimination of one’s political enemies” (Atwood 
307). Aside from that real-life cultural context, the name and fictional context provide a 
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linguistic escape from the event. At the Salvaging itself, there are “three wooden posts that stand 
on [the stage], with the loops of rope” (Atwood 273) prepared for a public group hanging. The 
term salvage, whose definition implies help, “to rescue or save especially from wreckage or ruin” 
(Merriam-Webster), is far from invoking images of public hangings. Even the physical 
description of the Salvaging implies celebration and ceremony, “like graduating students who are 
about to be given prizes” (Atwood 273). The victims of the Salvaging, two Handmaids and a 
Wife, are placed on stage to be hanged. After the Salvaging is complete, Atwood describes the 
scene in such a way that contrasts the reality of the event: 
The three bodies hang there, even with the white sacks over their heads looking 
curiously stretched, like chickens strung up by the necks in a meatshop window; 
like birds with their wings clipped, like flightless birds, wrecked angels. It’s hard 
to take your eyes off them. Beneath the hems of the dresses the feet dangle, two 
pairs of red shoes, one pair of blue. If it weren’t for the ropes and the sacks it 
could be a kind of dance, a ballet, caught by flash-camera: mid-air. They look 
arranged. They look like show biz. (277) 
 
The aftermath is not gruesome, then, but strangely beautiful. This propaganda, based in imagery, 
“reveals the danger of using visual culture” (Laflen 83). Visual, here, is meant in the public 
perception sense of the word; the “visual” is how the propaganda translates in Gilead’s citizens’ 
interpretations. The scene itself is very much a spectacle, full of ceremony and ritual that can 
“colonize everyday life...and thereby turn domestic citizens into imperial subjects” (Rogin 106). 
Though Gilead may not be a complete empire, these Salvagings and other rituals are symptoms 
of a colonization of thought; Gilead must control its citizens’ thoughts, and by altering harmless 
words to act as propaganda, Atwood illustrates the process of brainwash through euphemism.  
The “Ceremony,” arguably one of the most culturally important practices in Gilead, 
occurs periodically as an attempt to forcibly impregnate Handmaids. The Commanders and 
Handmaids have intercourse, while the Handmaids serve as proxy for the Wives, who sit just 
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behind the Handmaids on the bed (Atwood 93). It is a ritualization of sex, and it makes 
intercourse a completely ideological act devoid of any meaning it would have held in the 
characters’ previous lives. The creators of Gilead choose to name it simply “The Ceremony” in 
order to remove true meaning from the way in which it is referenced. Atwood’s implies that, for 
Gilead, the Ceremony is the most important ceremony due to its capitalization in comparison to 
other cultural ceremonies that take place. Indeed, the ritualistic Ceremonies “are sanctioned by 
the state, and are normally preceded by a kind of religious service” (Filipczak 176). However, 
the name itself gives no clue as to what these rituals actually entail. Offred, in the midst of the 
Ceremony depicted fully in the novel, wonders about what to call the ritual: 
[Serena’s] legs are apart, I lie between them, my head on her stomach, her pubic 
bone under the base of my skull, her thighs on either side of me. She too is fully 
clothed. … My red skirt is hitched up to my waist, though no higher. Below it the 
Commander is fucking. What he is fucking is the lower part of my body. I do not 
say making love, because this is not what he’s doing. Copulating too would be 
inaccurate, because it would imply two people and only one is involved. Nor does 
rape cover it: nothing is going on here that I haven’t signed up for. There wasn’t a 
lot of choice but there was some, and this is what I chose. (Atwood 93-94) 
 
The Ceremony, therefore, is a confusing practice without one name to explain exactly what is 
happening, even to the people engaging in the ritual. Calling it simply “The Ceremony” allows 
for vast interpretation of its meaning and purpose, as well as how it can be received. In the same 
way that the term “Salvaging” is ambiguous and allows space for moral interpretation in its 
name, so “Ceremony” does not immediately invoke images of what truly occurs. This name is 
further evidence of Gilead’s inner circle using euphemism purposefully, to the point of 
propaganda, in order to empty the ritual of any potential for moral judgment upon mention of the 
name only.  This purely utilitarian function of Gilead, central to its purpose as a newly-formed 
society, is a stark act dressed up to seem prestigious through euphemistic propaganda. 
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 Atwood uses action as euphemism in the novel as well, particularly in the game of 
Scrabble that Offred plays with the Commander at several points in the book. The game is 
illegal, not only because Handmaids are not permitted to read, but because the game itself is now 
“something different. Now it’s forbidden, for us. Now it’s dangerous. Now it’s indecent” 
(Atwood 139). The entire game feels, to Offred, like “he’s offering me drugs” (139). Later, she 
says that the game “seemed kinky in its own way” (155). From this description and others, it 
becomes clear that the Scrabble games are a euphemistic replacement for sex and for things 
forbidden. The language, for Offred, is the real draw; it takes her back to “customs that had long 
before been passed out of the world” (156). She even compares their first game to “being on a 
date. This is like sneaking into the dorm after hours” (139). She later observes, after the first 
Ceremony since they began playing, “the fact is that I’m his mistress” (163). There is no subtlety 
in these comparisons; Offred is aware of the shifted dynamics, of what Scrabble is filling in for, 
and Atwood does not shy from directly implying that both characters, the Commander and 
Offred, see Scrabble as a replacement for non-ritual sex and romantic relationships of the time 
before Gilead. This action provides further context as to how truly repressed the citizens of 
Gilead are; readers are able to clearly see through the euphemism of Scrabble into the sexual 
nature of the game as they are playing it. Through the game, language and action are tied.  
Atwood uses words that are familiar to readers in order to demonstrate that, even if the 
readers perhaps are not thoroughly convinced by the propaganda, they are able to empathize and 
understand how that would be possible. The government’s propaganda achieves the repression 
and oppression so well that this language forces human feeling underground. The characters are 
forced into clandestine behavior, like Scrabble, because they are not capable of sufficiently 
expressing themselves linguistically under the government’s close watch. This ties directly to 
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Atwood’s own definition of speculative fiction: that dystopia and “specfic” are things that are 
innately close to our own modern lives. They depict things that could easily happen, that are 
within our grasp. That closeness to contemporary society is what makes the words in The 
Handmaid’s Tale so frightening. They sit very close in proximity to our own current vernacular, 
and so they are easily within reach.  
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Chapter 3 
The Giver: Euphemism as Ignorance 
 
Lois Lowry’s young adult novel The Giver is not, at first glance, a work of dystopian 
fiction. It “can also be seen as utopia in important ways. … The world of The Giver is 
enormously seductive” (Levy 52). The protagonist, Jonas, lives in a world in which there is no 
difference and no inequality but, when readers look more closely, no free will either. The novel 
is full of euphemism that obscures the true nature of the society to its inhabitants and makes the 
narrative subtly dystopian rather than overtly oppressive, as dystopian novels often are. The 
euphemism that Lowry employs demonstrates that even the most idyllic-seeming societies can be 
sinister in more complex ways.  
Arguably the most disturbing aspect of the novel is the community members’ complete 
lack of awareness that their society is oppressive at all; Lowry constructs a fully formed 
dystopia, so well-functioning that it does not register, at first, as a dystopia at all. It is only upon 
deeper investigation that readers can discover that there are numerous practices and customs 
within the society that are detrimental to its members’ humanity as our own society defines it. 
Throughout the novel, Lowry utilizes euphemism to demonstrate the characters’ ignorance of 
things that seem commonplace to readers. Only the protagonist Jonas discovers, for example, 
that “release” is a euphemism for killing; separately, aside from the Giver and Receiver, the 
entire community is kept in the dark with no knowledge of or experience with anything but the 
Sameness that encompasses the society. The euphemism throughout the novel is ironic compared 
to the precision of language used by the members of Jonas’s community, and it indicates a 
disquieting truth about the nature of the community. Through this euphemism, Lowry creates a 
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troubling dystopia that, especially because it appears perfect to those living within it, is all the 
more sinister.   
In the novel, “we know that this society arose as a reaction to a collapse of an earlier 
civilisation, presumably ours, under the weight of hideous over-population” (Levy 51). Ari 
Setyorini suggests that the citizens of the society live “without free will and individual thought” 
(84); even Lowry herself draws comparisons between dystopian literature such as Brave New 
World and Nineteen Eighty-Four and her own novel (Hintz 197). In other words, it is a dystopia 
at its core, and its surface-level perfection is made all the more sinister by the euphemism Lowry 
uses, which instills a sense of peace and order to the citizens in the society. Dystopian societies 
are all inherently oppressive, “though not necessarily squalid” (Sisk 7), and Lowry capitalizes on 
that idea of an at-first beautiful dystopia. Jonas is living “within a seemingly happy world in 
which he is well adjusted” (Totaro 131) at the beginning of the novel, and nothing seems amiss.  
The principle of Sameness, as Lowry calls it, is the way in which the entire society is 
homogenized. The Giver tells Jonas that “There was a time, actually — you'll see this in the 
memories later — when flesh was many different colors. That was before we went to Sameness. 
Today flesh is all the same” (Lowry 94). The Giver, in the novel, is also known as a Receiver of 
Memory, who tells Jonas that “my job is to transmit to you all the memories I have within me. 
Memories of the past” (77), as Jonas is the new Receiver. Each Receiver, only chosen once in a 
generation, is responsible for maintaining the historical memory of the entire society; therefore, 
the Receiver alone is aware of our contemporary society as readers and how the society in the 
novel evolved from our own. The concept of Sameness is only available to the Giver and the 
Receiver and, once readers are made aware of it, it adds a serious dimension to the otherwise 
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ideal-seeming society. The characters’ ignorance of this highlights, for readers, the dystopian 
nature of the society.  
Jonas first learns of Sameness at his first lesson with the Giver, in which he learns about 
the concept of color. He sees red in his friend Fiona’s hair, in an apple, and in a memory that the 
Giver transmits to him. At first, the idea of color is strange to Jonas, and the source of his 
colorblindness is unclear to readers. After he first sees the color and is given the memory to 
contextualize it, the Giver explains, “‘We relinquished color when we relinquished sunshine and 
did away with differences.’ He thought for a moment. ‘We gained control of many things. But 
we had to let go of others’” (Lowry 94). This last idea is the crux of the society’s reasoning; they 
gained control of many things. In the context of a dystopia, a key aspect of which is the 
apprehension of free will, this gain of control is a form of oppression “concealed as socialization, 
discipline and censorship” (Setyorini 85). Things were taken away for the purported good of the 
society, but in doing so, “the founders of Jonas’s society took away from its citizens some of the 
most important things that make us human” (Levy 53). The members of Jonas’s community live 
in a state of complete ignorance to their own oppression, and they do not have any concept of a 
life with any diversity of appearance or thought. In this case then, the oppression is not a 
tangible, visible manifestation but rather a distinct lack of humanity caused by governmental 
control; even if it seems to be for the good of the people, the people themselves are not choosing 
it. By calling this principle simply “Sameness,” Lowry omits this entire moral argument. The 
term seems innocuous and is made slightly more eerie by its lack of explanation; readers are left 
to wonder how exactly color has been taken out of the world, how this Sameness has been 
achieved, though the Giver does allude to “genetic scientists” (Lowry 95). In this wondering, 
readers do what the characters in the novel cannot, since the humanity of the members of Jonas’s 
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society has been taken away. They are incapable of recognizing the oppressive implications of 
Sameness because they are not aware that Sameness is unnatural in the first place.  
Further, the society has been established for centuries, and so readers are not privy to the 
details of the beginning of this Sameness. We are not shown the control system put into action by 
those who conceived of it; instead, we are a step removed from the process of oppression and 
have moved into a realm in which the members of the society do not even have a notion of how 
things could be different. Even the members of the Committee of Elders, the governing body of 
the society, do not appear to have any more knowledge of diversity, color, or anything else 
distinguishing, than any regular citizen. Instead, only the Giver and Receiver have that 
knowledge. We know that this society “is centred upon two concepts, the importance of having 
appropriate work and what they call Sameness” (Levy 51), but that is nearly all the context that 
Lowry shares with readers. To the members of this society, the euphemism that Lowry employs 
is not euphemism at all, but rather their own truthful description of the things they perceive. This 
makes the euphemism that much more effective; it is so ingrained in the culture that, although 
readers can understand its meaning, the members of the society cannot. Because of the lack of 
understanding on the characters’ part, the euphemism conveys a truly dystopian level of 
oppression and control. 
Possibly the darkest aspect of the society in The Giver is the concept of “release.” 
Release is, at first, made out to be a somewhat ambiguous practice of punishment, perhaps, or of 
relocation. The more it is brought up, however, the more it is obvious to readers that it is a state-
sanctioned euthanization of its citizens for any number of reasons. The citizens of the society are 
not aware that this process means death; they are not even fully aware of the concept of death at 
all. The novel opens with a pilot who flies over the community without orders, followed by a 
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quick “NEEDLESS TO SAY, HE WILL BE RELEASED” (Lowry 2) over a community-wide 
intercom system. Not all releases, however, punish bad behavior; babies, or “newchildren,” as 
they are called, can be released as well for a variety of reasons. Jonas observes, “Release of 
newchildren was always sad, because they hadn’t had a chance to enjoy life within the 
community yet” (7); this observation shows a distinct lack of comprehension of what release 
truly is which, at the beginning of the novel, may create a level of confusion in readers as to its 
meaning as well. Jonas does not appear to have any concern about releases from a moral 
standpoint at first. He simply finds it to be “sad” that the newchildren, or infants, cannot be a part 
of his community, but he does not show any deep understanding of where they would be if not in 
the community. The “Old” are also released; the elderly community members live in group 
homes together and, when they feel it is their time, they apply for release, “which was a time of 
celebration for a life well and fully lived” (7). The fact that releases are actively celebrated is 
evidence of the fact that the euphemism works effectively in the society to mask the true 
meanings of words. Readers are likely to be horrified by the idea of accepting the executions so 
casually; “there were only two types of release that were not punishment” (7), and Jonas implies 
that these punitive releases are fairly common occurrences. Jonas’s mother, who works in the 
Department of Justice, talks matter-of-factly about potentially having to release a man she has 
worked with, though Jonas does clarify that “the disgrace is unspeakable” (9). This disgrace is 
simply for the fact that the person being released has broken rules multiple times; there is no 
apparent outrage, surprise, or even hesitation at the idea of release itself.  The euphemism that 
Lowry employs here is incredibly effective in showing readers the complete ignorance in which 
the members of this society live. Whereas in other dystopian fiction I’ve discussed, especially 
The Handmaid’s Tale, the characters are aware of the euphemism their government uses and 
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how it works against them, the characters in The Giver have no grasp of what is really 
happening. This is part of what makes Jonas’s society frightening to contemporary readers; the 
characters have no idea of their own moral failings, as we measure them. Though not exactly 
direct in this case, “a dystopian narrative tries to warn, didactically predicting a coming evil 
while there is still time to correct the situation” (Sisk 6), and the euphemism involved in the 
practice of release is designed to cause readers some pause in considering their own lives and 
beliefs in regards to capital punishment or medically assisted suicide, for example.  
The people in Jonas’s community do not even have a true concept of death, though, 
natural or otherwise. They lack the language to articulate what exactly death is, whether it be 
through release or other means. In an episode Jonas describes, a child by the name of Caleb died 
in a river, and the society “performed the Ceremony of Loss together”, but “Release was not the 
same as Loss” (Lowry 44). Lily, Jonas’s sister, asks “‘If they release Gabriel, can we get another 
newchild as a visitor?’” (114), which, to readers, appears incredibly insensitive. Even Jonas, who 
has at least preliminary knowledge of death through the memories he has received, does not 
immediately recognize that release means death. He wonders “Was there someone there, waiting, 
who would receive the tiny released twin? Would it grow up Elsewhere, not knowing, ever, that 
in this community lived a being who looked exactly the same?” (114). This concept of Elsewhere 
does hold status in the consideration of how Jonas’s society views death, “release,” or “Loss.”  
However, Jonas does eventually gain an understanding of death through the memories the 
Giver transmits to him. The Giver “gradually begins to reveal some of the darker side of the 
Sameness” (Levy 52), and as Jonas has begun to understand death as an abstract concept, he 
becomes curious about release as well. The Giver obviously is already aware of what release 
means; when Jonas mentions one child in a set of of twins that is set to be released, “the Giver's 
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face took on a solemn look. ‘I wish they wouldn't do that,’ he said quietly, almost to himself” 
(Lowry 146). In a scene directly afterward, Jonas watches his father release the smaller twin. 
To his surprise, his father began very carefully to direct the needle into the top of 
newchild's forehead, puncturing the place where the fragile skin pulsed. The newborn 
squirmed, and wailed faintly. … He pushed the plunger very slowly, injecting the liquid 
into the scalp vein until the syringe was empty. … As he continued to watch, the 
newchild, no longer crying, moved his arms and legs in a jerking motion. Then he went 
limp. He head fell to the side, his eyes half open. Then he was still. … With an odd, 
shocked feeling, Jonas recognized the gestures and posture and expression. They were 
familiar. He had seen them before. But he couldn't remember where. (Lowry 149-50) 
 
This release sparks a realization in Jonas that “He killed it!” (150), and he feels horrified that no 
one else in his community is concerned with the killing that is being done, or really even aware 
of it. “Jonas felt a ripping sensation inside himself, the feeling of terrible pain clawing its way 
forward to emerge in a cry” (151), and so he finally catches up with readers’ horror at the 
practice of release as a nonchalant, necessary activity.  
Elsewhere, as mentioned above, is a concept related to release; when people are released, 
they supposedly are “sent Elsewhere and never returned to the community” (Lowry 43). 
Simultaneously, Elsewhere is “the whole world” (77). This euphemism is incredibly ambiguous, 
not having a distinct meaning to the characters in the novel and lacking a discernible, precise 
definition for readers as well. On one hand, this euphemism is a sinister reminder that the people 
in this society are repressed and ignorant of human capabilities that we as readers take for 
granted. On the other, however, there are hopeful implications that there is still a diverse world 
somewhere beyond the scope of this community.  
 Elsewhere is most often used a synonym (though the characters themselves are unaware 
of this comparison) for the afterlife; as one of the Old that Jonas works with at the House of the 
Old is prepared to be released, Jonas thinks that “life Elsewhere would be quiet and serene as 
 
 
 
41 
befit the Old” (Lowry 115). Here, Elsewhere is a specific, physical place where released people 
go; this meaning is apparent too when Jonas questions who will be there to receive the twin 
infant once it has been released (114) and when he asks “Do you actually take it Elsewhere, 
Father?” (136). Citizens also have the opportunity to self-select to be released to Elsewhere; “if 
you don't fit in, you can apply for Elsewhere and be released” (Lowry 49). This implies that there 
are other places in which these people would fit in, and by being released they are able to find 
that place. However, readers know that the Elsewhere in this sense does not exist; those who are 
released don’t simply leave the community to find another one in this world. They leave this 
world entirely, into whatever may come after death. In this way, the euphemism of “Elsewhere” 
reminds readers of just how ignorant the people in this society are compared to the way in which 
our own society works. The euphemism “conceal[s] the  true  nature  of  the  acts” (Setyorini 87) 
of release by masking what really happens after a release occurs. The community members 
maintain the impression that instead of death, there is simply another community in which 
people go to live.  
 Elsewhere also, however, is a physical place, or seems to be. The Giver tells Jonas 
“There’s much more. There’s all that goes beyond — all that is Elsewhere — and all that goes 
back, and back, and back” (Lowry 78); not only is Elsewhere another location spatially, it also is 
another time. As the Giver refers to it, Elsewhere is not only the place “beyond,” but also the 
time before the Sameness of this society. This is a more niche definition, known only to Jonas 
and the Giver, but it does provide a sense of hope for the reader; the Giver tells Jonas, “If you get 
beyond, if you get to Elsewhere” (155), and encourages Jonas to escape there. Jonas and the 
Giver plan his escape, and his journey to Elsewhere means that the members of the community 
will inherit all of his memories. This has a concerning duality of potential meaning. Elsewhere 
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could be another place, one which has not adopted Sameness, but it could also still be a 
euphemism for death or the afterlife. This multiplicity of interpretation is most apparent in the 
conclusion of the novel.  
 Though Elsewhere is not an active tactic to check the members of Jonas’s community 
like release is, release is not the only way in which the population is kept under control. There 
are several brief mentions of “Stirrings” and subsequent pills taken to avoid them. These 
Stirrings are, according to Jonas, “‘wanting,’” (Lowry 36). Jonas has a dream about wanting to 
bathe his friend Fiona, and he says “I knew that she wouldn’t. And I think I knew that she 
shouldn’t. But I wanted it so terribly. I could feel the wanting all through me” (36). Since Jonas 
is about to turn twelve years old, these Stirrings directly compare to puberty and are obviously 
sexual feelings beginning to occur. However, members of this society are not permitted to have 
sexual thoughts or feelings; all reproduction is through Birthmothers. To be a Birthmother is “a 
job without honor” (53), but a necessary job to maintain the population in the society. Adults in 
this community are never able to experience sexuality, as Jonas says that even “his parents both 
took [the pills] each morning” (38). It is treated almost as an illness; “Stirrings must be reported 
in order for treatment to take place” (37). Therefore, a large part of the characters’ humanity is 
taken from them under the guise of a helpful pill that eliminates Stirrings. There is never any sort 
of explanation for the characters as to why Stirrings are bad, simply that they need to be treated. 
Perhaps the explanation could come from the crisis of overpopulation that led to the creation of 
the society in the first place, but only Jonas and the Giver are even aware of this context. This 
euphemism is fairly self-explanatory once provided with context. The word Stirrings is used “to 
remove the knowledge of sexual reproduction or even intercourse” (Setyorini 88), and the pill 
removes “urges that might lead to children” (90). However, Jonas notes that “Something within 
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him, something that had grown there through the memories, told him to throw the pill away” 
(Lowry 129). He stops taking the pill and, though as a young adult novel there is not much 
expansion on the topic, Lowry does include that “The Stirrings had returned, and [Jonas] felt a 
little guilty and embarrassed about the pleasurable dreams that came to him” (130). This 
decision, between following his society’s rules and staying true to the memories that he is 
receiving “allows Jonas to examine and critique his world and should theoretically set the stage 
for allowing readers to examine, critique, and possibly change their contemporary world, which 
is a function of [science fiction] in the first place” (Stewart 32). This euphemism is further 
evidence of the state control over the population, even if they themselves may not be aware of its 
repercussions, and leads readers to question the morality of the state. It illustrates that the 
founders of the society, if not the current Committee of Elders, are concerned with keeping their 
citizens from reproducing naturally, and “conceal[s] the  true  nature  of  the  acts and  
maintain[s]  the  innocent  image  of  the  committee  in  the community” (Setyorini 87). 
However, all of this is incumbent on the reader understanding the nuance in the text. This 
is a young adult novel, one must remember, and many of its allusions may be more apparent to 
adult readers than to young adolescents. Adolescents are gaining advanced cognitive abilities 
that allow them to perceive the nuance in the text around age twelve, which is Jonas’s age in the 
novel as well as a target age for readers. These euphemisms work well in the novel because they 
are versatile enough to have many different implications while still retaining their effectiveness. 
Release, for example, is obviously a euphemism for death for a twelve-year-old, but Lowry does 
also eventually explain the euphemism, ensuring that the term does have its intended impact. 
Stirrings, on the other hand, is a bit more subtle. Young readers may simply perceive Stirrings as 
a foreign feeling that the government believes needs to be eradicated without ever making the 
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connection to puberty. In this way, the euphemism operates on multiple levels, maintaining its 
function as a symptom of dystopian government control regardless of readers’ deeper 
interpretation. 
Even as Lowry utilizes euphemism in the naming of certain cultural practices, the citizens 
of the society themselves are actively opposed to euphemism of any sort. Jonas’s mother tells 
him that “of course our community can’t function smoothly if people don’t use precise language” 
(Lowry 127). There is an entire job, the Instructors of Threes, who “were charged with the 
acquisition of correct language” (54) of three-year-old children. Jonas explains that the reason 
for this precision of language, as instilled in him by his community, was “to ensure that 
unintentional lies were never uttered” (71). It is imperative to the citizens of Jonas’s community 
that language be extremely precise, and it is literally beaten into Jonas’s friend Asher at the age 
of three (55). 
 To this society, “language precision functions to maintain the dominance of the ruling 
class in this community” (Setyorini 87). This may not be apparent at first, but the Committee of 
Elders “is responsible to plan and assign every person in the community with a permanent 
profession based on their unquestionable decision” (Setyorini 84), for example, and the Elders do 
seem to decide and control every aspect of life in this society. They decide every aspect of the 
community members’ lives, “like the Matching of Spouses and the Naming and Placement of 
newchildren, the Assignments were scrupulously thought through by the Committee of Elders” 
(Lowry 49). These Elders, however, did not set the rules for the society as a whole; they are 
simply descendants of those from “beyond,” from the past, that maintain control through the 
implementation of this language-precise system that limits the mental and emotional capacities 
of their citizens. No one in the community can even see color, aside from Jonas and the Giver, 
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and so "the community’s vocabularies are limited to the safe words, the words that do not ruin 
the establishment of the community system” (Setyorini 88). Their existence is built on the 
principle of Sameness, and seeing colors would begin to eliminate that Sameness; the 
governmental control over their actions and emotions protect them from these things that have 
been “deemed unsafe for the average citizen” (Totaro 131). And to the average citizen like 
Jonas’s mother, an emotion like love is “a very generalized word, so meaningless that it’s 
become almost obsolete” (Lowry 127). By creating a society in which the importance of precise 
language is emphasized from such a young age and continually reinforced with cultural practices 
and norms, Lowry sharply contrasts this precision with the unintended euphemism that the 
characters prescribe to the more sinister practices in the community.  
The ending of the novel is particularly ambiguous, and readers are left to wonder about 
multiple interpretations the novel's conclusion. The novel ends as Jonas rides on a sled toward a 
house in the snow — the same one from the memories he has received. This could be interpreted 
a number of ways:  
(1) Jonas, at the end of his long and dangerous journey, finds a home, which is 
the reading that many readers initially conclude is the novel's unambiguous 
ending; (2) Jonas dies but Elsewhere exists as some kind of metaphysical space, 
the ultimate utopia: heaven; (3) Jonas freezes to death; (4) Jonas's journey has 
been a circular one, and he has now returned to the community, which has been 
transformed into a more accommodating one by his release of memories. 
(Stewart 29)  
 
Each potential ending does have support within the text, and all but one do point toward some 
interpretation of Jonas reaching Elsewhere. Elsewhere could be a specific place outside of his 
community as in number 1, or it could be a sort of afterlife reached by death, as implied by the 
second and third possibilities posited by Stewart. Indeed, Jonas himself believes that the house 
could mean he was Elsewhere, “as they sped in a straight line through an incision that seemed to 
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lead to the final destination, the place that he had always felt was waiting, the Elsewhere that 
held their future and their past” (179). The ambiguity of the euphemism makes it that much more 
sinister; “Lowry is intentionally vague about what exists beyond Jonas’s community” (Levy 51) 
and, because Elsewhere is so loosely defined, its meaning could be any one of a number of 
things. The fact that Elsewhere is completely unknown only adds to its eeriness and highlights 
the fact that the members of this society are held completely ignorant to so many basic human 
capabilities that readers take for granted.  
These arguments, however, do not take into account input straight from Lois Lowry 
herself. In an interview with Carrie Hintz, Lowry says that she “can’t imagine writing a book that 
doesn’t have a hopeful ending” (Hintz 199). And indeed, especially in young adult literature, 
hopeful endings tend to win out. In young adult fiction, “a completely nihilistic ending was never 
an option. … There had to be a kernel of hope” (Belbin 137). In this case, then, Elsewhere in the 
context of the novel’s ending should not be interpreted as simply death. Lowry’s intent, to leave 
a hopeful ending for her readers, points to Elsewhere as a less ambiguous ending than some 
critics assume. Perhaps the instinct to believe that Jonas did indeed find a new society, one that is 
close to that of the readers, is not a misguided thought at all but actually what Lowry intended. 
This reading, too, would correspond with the government’s intent in creating the society; by 
using the same word for the afterlife and a separate, non-Sameness society, its citizens would not 
be able to discern the true nature of the word.  
Throughout the novel, Lowry highlights the fact that, although readers are aware of the 
shortcomings of Jonas’s society, the characters that live within the society are kept largely in the 
dark. The initial government’s creation of the society, while ostensibly an attempt to protect its 
citizens, inhibited them from fully understanding their world in the same way that readers see the 
 
 
 
47 
world for themselves. This disconnect between the world of the novel and the readers’ real world 
creates an eerie dystopia; the characters are so deeply unaware of anything outside their own 
world that they are not able to conceive of its shortcomings. Lowry establishes this dissonance 
through the linguistic characteristics of the society; they use such precision of language yet are 
unaware of the euphemism that their society uses to keep them ignorant and docile.  
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Chapter 4 
George Saunders and Kurt Vonnegut: Euphemism as a Mask for Morality  
Authors of short fiction, due to its condensed form, must be must more efficient with 
their language, word choice, and storytelling than authors of novels and longer fiction. The short 
story form allows for less room to effectively build a reality; however, this is not an indication 
that dystopian short fiction is any less effective, and there is a large breadth of successful short 
science and dystopian fiction. One prominent dystopian author of short fiction is George 
Saunders, whose collection Tenth of December contains a mix of dystopian stories and strange, 
off-beat settings and characters. Kurt Vonnegut, well-known for his science fiction novels, has 
also authored multiple dystopian short stories, as the genres tend to overlap. In several of these 
stories, Saunders and Vonnegut employ neologism and euphemism, similarly to their 
counterparts in the dystopian novel genre, which combine the familiar and the strange just 
enough to draw readers in, only to reveal the often dark nature of the worlds in their stories upon 
further reading. The authors use these linguistic tactics to quickly establish the otherworldliness 
within the shorter frame. Additionally, the euphemism and neologism distract from the morality 
of many of the events and cultural practices within the stories by simplifying the ways that the 
characters refer to and perceive them. Because these things are not referred to directly, or are 
given non-standard English names, readers’ ability to judge the morality of the circumstances is 
compromised. The moral high ground of each of the stories is much more uncertain upon a 
deeper look into each world than the simple, often-playful language first indicates.  
The short story format, although it is more condensed, benefits in many ways from that 
compression; authors use that length as an advantage. Since the stories cover a similar amount of 
ground, in terms of world-building, in a much shorter narrative frame, the shock value of these 
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dystopian societies is amplified. The inclusion of the short story form in this thesis, in 
comparison to the novels, is imporant in recognizing the value of world-building and the 
different ways in which authors can create their own dystopias. The short story medium is, in 
fact, quite appropriate for dystopian fiction. Dystopias rely at least partially on shock value, and 
the compressed nature of short fiction intensifies much of the shock; because there is not a large 
space where authors can prepare readers, the immediacy of the revelations is much greater. Short 
stories have a capacity to take ahold of readers in a particularly sharp and concentrated way.  
The neologism in George Saunders’s “Escape from Spiderhead” is especially pointed, 
obscuring the line between what is moral and acceptable and what is not. The entire narrative is 
informed by the fact that Jeff, the narrator, is acting as a sort of human lab rat in a series of drug 
trials. Jeff is “not here by choice but because I had done my crime and was in the process of 
doing my time” (Saunders 54). The “comically benevolent scientists” (Huebert 105) run the 
experiments on new drugs, such as “‘ED763,’ he said. ‘We’re thinking of calling it NatuGlide. 
Or maybe ErthAdmire’” (Saunders 47), and “providing mind-blowing new data on ED 289/290” 
(72). This ED 289/290 is not yet named but is supposed to give temporary romantic feelings to 
the test subject, with no lasting side effects once off it. Abnesti, one of the scientists, administers 
the drugs through Jeff’s “MobiPak™ [which] was surgically joined to my lower back” (54). For 
the majority of the story, Jeff is placed in varied, separate “workrooms” with two women, 
Heather and Rachel, has prolonged, emotionally charged and ED 289/290-induced sexual 
encounters with both women. While Jeff, Heather, and Rachel are being observed, they are 
administered Verbaluce™ through their MobiPaks™ and are asked to narrate what they think, 
“in elevated diction, with eighty-percent increased vocab, our well-articulated thoughts being 
recorded for later analysis” (Saunders 48-49). Their narrations and feelings “only [have] 
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meaning if that feeling itself retains meaning” (Kelly 45), and the feeling certainly fades as soon 
as the drug has worn off. Because their experiences are completely fabricated by the drugs, when 
Jeff is with Rachel, he feels “exactly the same emotions I had felt earlier, for that now unworthy-
seeming vessel Heather. Rachel was, I mean to say, it” (Saunders 53). The neologism, to a 
degree, brings the wordplay and novelty of the situation to the forefront of the story while 
distracting from the more troubling undercurrent that runs throughout. It’s a humorous element, 
and not only does the wordplay function in this distracting way for readers, but it seems to shift 
Jeff’s perception of the events as well. He is singularly focused on the peculiarities of the drugs 
he is testing, not pausing to question the implications of what he is participating in. 
During these sexual encounters, readers are completely immersed in Jeff’s overly-
flowery thought process under the influence of the Verbaluce™. Drawn in by both Saunders’s 
neologistic language and by Jeff’s elevated speech, readers can easily miss the more dystopian 
elements of the story. Some readers could potentially question the moral standards of the world 
already, content to ignore the darker implications in favor of the more blatant moral ambiguities. 
The participants are engaging in profuse sexual activity with seemingly reckless abandon, which 
could be offputting to some readers, and the characters are all incarcerated for unidentified yet 
implicitly heinous crimes. There are several mentions of the nature of Jeff’s involvement in the 
trials, but not until the end of the story does Saunders reveal that Jeff was in prison for murder 
before his “[Mom] had spent her savings to get me out of real jail and in here” (Saunders 68). 
The first person narration and familiarity with the day-to-day proceedings in the facility lead to 
readers’ complacency early in the story and this reveal, on the surface level, potentially distracts 
from its nuanced dystopian elements. These new drugs and experiments seem novel, not the 
horrifying human lab-rat experiments that they prove to be. They are discussed as largely 
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helpful, especially by the people in charge, and Jeff does not complain about any human rights 
violation or anything of the sort. The characters’ morality seems to live simply on the surface, in 
the framing of the story as a depraved and unfamiliar alternative-prison sex experiment, without 
any reference to or questioning of a deeper dystopia.  
As the story continues, in order to test the efficacy of ED 289/290 and its lasting effects, 
or lack thereof, Jeff must choose which woman should receive Darkenfloxx™, a drug that makes 
you feel “the worst you have ever felt, times ten” (Saunders 56). When Jeff cannot choose 
between Heather and Rachel, saying “it would be like random” (56), Abnesti decides that the 
trial is complete, as “no trace of either of those great loves remains” (57). The drugs still seem 
harmless, though unusual. The story, up to this point, is somewhat of a “spectacle of 
physiological confinement” (Huebert 105) rather than any type of alarming dystopia; the drug 
names are simply not familiar to readers, but not inherently bad, as they do not seem to be 
harmful. They still seem novel and interesting, rather than inhumane. In fact, the frequent use of 
the trademark symbol in other drugs, such as “Verbaluce™” (Saunders 46), “Vivistif™” (50), 
“Veritalk™” (60), “ChatEase™” (66), and “Docilryde™” (75)  invoke modern pharmaceutical 
companies’ marketing and naming of drugs on television commercials. Readers’ familiarity with 
popular media representations of drugs lead them to identify these drugs simply as satirical 
iterations of the same. Mirroring these fictional drugs with real-life, already acceptable ones, 
Saunders creates an acceptance of the drug trials due to their semblance of our modern world. 
The initial acceptance of the circumstances at hand makes readers complacent; they may not care 
to look deeper into the harmful implications of how, for example, these alternative prisons came 
to be in the first place. By creating such a fully formed, very specific world for these drug trials, 
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Saunders inhibits readers from questioning the origin of the world. It is novel and slightly 
familiar, and described simply and matter-of-factly, so readers are content. 
However, as the story progresses, readers are made aware of  “both the poisonous nature 
of power and the challenge of maintaining a coherent self in the face of such unpredictable 
brutality” (Hayes-Brady 25). Jeff, the next day, must once again face the prospect of Heather and 
Rachel receiving the Darkenfloxx™. After Heather receives the Darkenfloxx™, she remains in a 
state of depression for about five minutes before she “began disassembling her impossible-to-
disassemble chair. Her face was a mask of rage. She drove her head into the wall” (Saunders 70). 
Verlaine, Abnesti’s assistant, “Felt for Heather’s pulse, then raised his hands, palms up, so that 
he looked like Jesus, except shocked instead of beatific” (71). Jeff is horrified at her suicide 
under the influence of the Darkenfloxx™, while Abnesti appears unfazed. When he is forced 
once again to come to the Control center from which Abnesti communicates with the test 
subjects, “or, as we termed it: the Spiderhead” (55), Jeff realizes that he is supposed to watch the 
same cruel experiment tested on Rachel. Although he tries to refuse, Abnesti wants to use 
“Docilryde™” (75) to override Jeff’s refusal to give Rachel any Darkenfloxx™. However, at the 
last minute while Abnesti and Verlaine are out of the room, Jeff grabs the remote that controls 
his MobiPak™ and administers Darkenfloxx™ to himself; “I used it, dropped it down the heat 
vent, in case I changed my mind, then stood there like: I can’t believe I just did that. My 
MobiPak™ whirred. The Darkenfloxx™ flowed” (78). After a long soliloquy in which Jeff notes 
that he feels as though there is Verbaluce™ in his system, he smashes his head on the corner of a 
desk and chooses to die, sacrificing himself to save Rachel. This turn of events is “a neat 
inversion of that famous scene in George Orwell’s 1984 where Winston Smith betrays his lover 
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under torture in Room 101” (Daalder 183) and a surprising show of character from someone who 
readers have just been told is in prison for killing someone.  
The intricacy of this situation represents of the moral ambiguity of the entire story. Jeff 
did kill someone, or he would not have been in this facility to begin with. His suicide comes 
directly after a graphic retelling of just how he killed the seventeen-year-old boy, so readers are 
not necessarily in a place to sympathize with Jeff. The last few pages of the story are an 
information dump of sorts. Jeff recounts his crime, then immediately rejects the idea of killing in 
nearly the same breath. The amount of conflicting information can create a moral ambiguity for 
readers that the otherwise playful nature of the story and its language did not prepare them to 
contemplate. Readers may even be considered complicit, to a certain extent, in the pain inflicted 
on the characters in the story; they are not led to make strong moral judgments against the 
society or drug test administrators because of the lighthearted, playful language. 
The language in this piece drives a sense of complacency in readers based on a level of 
familiarity with the roots of the new words and the style in which they are rendered. This 
complacency, however, leads readers to a moral dilemma; “the tension [lies] between the reader, 
who is willing to proceed, and Jeff, who refuses to go ahead and subject Rachel to the same 
torture” (Daalder 183). Readers are not able to contemplate Jeff’s morality in relation to their 
own moral compass; the quick forward motion of the story combined with the intriguing 
language brings readers in, denying them the chance to stop and think about the horror of the 
drug trials and the inhumane nature of the experiments Abnesti puts Jeff and the others through. 
The focus is mostly on the actual drug trials themselves, not the dystopian system that allows 
them to happen. This experiment is not the only one Jeff has been through, either; he describes 
several other Project Teams he has been on:  
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I had been on some crazy-ass Project Teams in my time, such as the one where the 
drip had something in it that made hearing music exquisite, and hence when some 
Shostakovich was piped in actual bats seemed to circle my Domain, or the one 
where my legs became totally numb below the waist and yet I found I could still 
stand fifteen straight hours at a fake cash register, miraculously suddenly able to 
do extremely hard long-division problems in my mind. (Saunders 61-62) 
 
The second project he describes is especially horrifying, as it shows particularly little regard for 
the actual well-being of not only the prisoners testing the drugs, but the people to whom the 
drugs are eventually going to be administered. However, these tests seem to be of no real 
consequence to Jeff. He is desensitized to the callousness of the experiments, and they are 
normalized through his narration (aside from the final incident with Rachel, of course. His 
complacency does stop when the experiments become a question of mortality rather than 
morality.)   
Throughout the story, readers are willing to ignore these violations of human rights 
because their interpretations of the language tell them that these experiments are normal or 
justified. The reader “has tacitly agreed to witness two of these suicides” (Daalder 183). The 
heightened exhiliration of the story, due to its condensed nature, draws readers in, and the 
language distracts from the larger dystopian context. The familiar language of this dystopia and 
the recognizable commercial-sounding drug names leads readers to become complicit in the 
horror, and make morally simplistic judgments in the story. Readers’ complacency with the 
horror of Saunders’s dystopian Workrooms is a product of the language and wordplay that he 
uses. The moral outrage is at first dampened, as readers are made both complacent and complicit 
through familiarization and a simple facade. By the end of the story, however, the events that 
unfold allow readers to see the depth of the situation through its dire consequences.  
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 Another of Saunders’s stories, “The Semplica Girl Diaries,” contains euphemism as the 
primary tool at play. In the story, the narrator writes in a diary chronicling his experiences with 
class distinctions manifested through lawn ornaments in his and his daughter’s peers’ yards. At 
the friend’s birthday party, “in front of house, on sweeping lawn, largest SG arrangement ever 
seen, all in white, white smocks blowing in breeze” (Saunders 114). Within the story, the 
narrator never explicitly explains just what an SG is. Whereas he includes several “notes to 
future generations” (111), explaining that “‘Park Avenue’ = type of car” (111), information 
about what credit cards are (126), and what the game Whac-a-mole is (140), there is no 
description of what SG stands for; the title of the story is the only indicator, since the term 
“Semplica Girls” is not used in the text as a whole. The complete absence of an explanation 
implies that the Semplica Girls are normalized in the narrator’s world, and that he anticipates 
them being a staple in popular culture so far in the future that he does not feel they warrant an 
explanation.  
 The narrator includes a large amount of description of the Semplica Girls themselves; 
however, most of the description removes any sense of morality or sense that the SGs are 
anything other than lawn ornaments. The women (though they are never called women, just girls 
or SGs) are “introduced casually, as if an ordinary feature of daily life” (Ellerhoff, “Dreaming 
and Realizing” 193). They simply stay in the yard, “hanging silently” (Saunders 121), and, to the 
reader “the image unsettles for its dreamlike quality” (Ellerhoff, “Dreaming and Realizing” 190). 
The narrator is not unsettled in the slightest, but his daughter Eva is very against it; the narrator 
writes “Note to self: talk to her, explain it does not hurt, they are not sad, but actually happy, 
given what their prior conditions were like: they chose, are glad, etc.” (Saunders 119). A 
seemingly-important factor in the lack of moral concern is that the women are supposedly 
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improving their lot by hanging in Americans’ lawns, “approx. three feet off ground, smiling, 
swaying in slight breeze” (133). Further, the narrator implies that the large majority of society 
finds this practice acceptable; he describes a “very moving piece on NPR re. Bangladeshi SG 
sending money home: hence her parents able to build small shack” (119). To modern readers, a 
piece on National Public Radio would seem to sanction the practice. And again, the use of “SG” 
rather than referring to the women as women, or even their full title as Semplica Girls, is a 
euphemistic reference that shifts them from the human implication of girls or women to simply 
another lawn ornament. The narrator also describes the “LifeStyleServices team (i.e. Greenway 
folks who come by 3x/day to give SGs meals/water, take SGs to SmallJon in back of van, deal 
with feminine issues, etc, etc.)” (137-38). This is the only mention of the women having any sort 
of human quality, and it is quickly glossed over and put in terms that make them sound like pets 
or objects that need maintenance.  
 All of this euphemism discounts the fact that the Semplica Girls are, in fact, human. By 
making sure his narrator is completely immersed in this way of life, Saunders also leads readers 
to become complicit in this injustice, just as they were led in “Escape from Spiderhead” as well. 
Such a large portion of this story’s circumstances are presented as matter-of-fact, non-negotiable 
realities that readers are not given the chance to object. The condensed nature of “The Semplica 
Girl Diaries,” as in the rest of the short stories, makes readers hurried to interpret all that is 
occurring. The easiest interpretation Saunders makes available is that the Semplica Girls are not 
amoral at all, with his narrator providing evidence of the contrary. These women, throughout the 
story, are dehumanized to an extent that is reminiscent of The Handmaid’s Tale. This visual, 
decorative exploitation of women in the long, white dresses in the story is eerily similar to the 
exploitation of women in long, red dresses in Atwood’s novel. The situation is drastically 
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simplified, especially by the narrator’s perspective and by most of his family’s enthusiasm for 
the women as a symbol of class.   
Though not squarely in the category of euphemism, it is still worth mentioning that the 
Semplica Girls are given false, American-sounding names. During a school project about the 
women, the narrator’s older daughter discovers that the names they have been given are “SG 
names, given by Greenway at time of arrival. ‘Tami’ = Januka = ‘happy ray of sun.’ ‘Betty’ = 
Nenita = ‘blessed-beloved.’ ‘Gwen’ = Evgenia. (Does not know what her name means.) ‘Lisa’ = 
Ayan = ‘happy traveler’” (166). By renaming them, the traffickers and consumers are 
“suppressing these women’s histories in this way [which] allows citizens to ‘innocently’ 
perpetuate the SG system” (Moore 65). Further, the narrator’s children bring in these suppressed 
histories as fun facts at school rather than important characteristics of the humans that live in 
their yard. This instance of euphemism is intentionally imposed by the characters; the traffickers 
of the Semplica Girls completely erase any trace of the women’s personalities, putting them all 
in identical white dresses and stripping them of their own names. The new names are 
euphemisms for the real, lived experiences of the women who have “applied for it” (Saunders 
135). This justification could provide moral ambiguity for readers; Saunders implies that the 
women are voluntarily being exploited, which takes immediate blame off the narrator and, by 
proxy, off the reader for being complicit in this system of oppression. The morality of the story is 
skewed in order to seem insignificant, with most of the moral questions being raised by the 
young daughter of the narrator. Saunders uses the euphemism throughout in order to distract 
from the true moral dilemma the story has the potential to pose.  
 The description of the methods by which the women are converted into objects is also 
written in a type of euphemism, though not through the same methods as the “SGs.” The narrator 
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writes in broken English, often omitting articles from his sentences and simplifying his style. 
There is a way in which readers expect and are comfortable with this narrative style; the 
shortened prose mimics an of informal style of writing, almost like that of social media or other 
websites that readers would be familiar with. The lack of formality in the writing indicates to 
readers that the narrator is just a normal person, and it draws them in even more. Because of the 
familiarization, readers are ready to accept this abbreviated style and, through this, accept the 
subject matter as well. It is only after finishing the story that readers can stop decoding the 
slightly altered language and contemplate what exactly happened in the narrative. The simplicity 
of the language in the story diminishes the impact of the revelations that, through more detailed 
language, could have been much more pronounced. 
In his explanation of how the Semplica Girls came to be, which he tells his daughter, the 
narrator says: 
Lawrence Semplica = doctor + smart cookie. Found way to route microline 
through brain that does no damage, causes no pain. Technique uses lasers to make 
pilot route. Microline then threaded through w/silk leader. Microline goes in here 
(touched Eva’s temple), comes out here (touched other). Is very gentle, does not 
hurt, SGs out during whole deal. (Saunders 142) 
 
By calling the inventor of this procedure a “smart cookie,” while also narrating in such a simple 
style, the narrator completely negates any negative feeling that his daughter Eva has about the 
women, which further diminishes the effect of the otherwise-horrifying procedure. This method 
of storytelling, though not quite euphemism, does lessen the severity of the implications. 
Through this euphemism-like strategy, Saunders creates the sense that this world in which the 
non-American women are trafficked as decorative lawn ornaments is ordinary, mundane, or not 
worth noting as exceptional.  
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 Through the euphemism and the massive understatement used in this story, Saunders 
eliminates any moral question about the practice of keeping Semplica Girls in one’s yard. 
Nothing in the narrator’s point of view, even after his daughter Eva protests the existence of the 
Semplica Girls and eventually frees them, suggests that there is anything amoral about keeping 
women as lawn ornaments. Until the very end, the narrator maintains that Eva’s release of the 
women is “one mistake she made when little girl” (Saunders 160). However, when readers look 
closer at the narrator and the beliefs of his society, reading through the plaintive tone and 
circumvention of any mention of the women as people, “we are challenged to judge the diarist 
and his exaggerated white American culture because most of its members see nothing wrong in 
hanging foreign girls in their yards” (Ellerhoff, “Dreaming and Realizing” 192). The euphemism 
undercuts any moral reasoning by denying space for a moral argument to occur. Readers are 
drawn in by the simplicity of the narration and the matter-of-fact mention of the Semplica Girls, 
and the euphemism helps readers ignore the atrocities, and even at first be ignorant of them.  
 In both Saunders stories, moral ambiguity is heightened by a lack of morality from both 
protagonists and by the wordplay that distracts readers from making a distinct moral judgment. 
In “Escape from Spiderhead,” the main character is a convicted murderer who eventually 
redeems himself and saves another life. The drugs used in experiments on him are cleverly 
named to mimic standard English and act as novelties to distract readers from the fact that they 
are, in fact, very violating experiments that indicate a larger, systemic dystopia. In “The 
Semplica Girl Diaries,” the euphemism obfuscates, in a large part of the story, what exactly the 
key part of the story is. The narrator’s simple writing style in his diary, combined with the 
underdog narrative in which he places himself, leads readers to empathize with and root for him, 
rather than examine the problematic fact that he is complicit and participating in human 
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trafficking. In both of these stories, then, Saunders leads readers to question their own morals by 
presenting simplified yet deeply morally ambiguous situations under the guise of euphemism and 
wordplay. 
In two short stories by Kurt Vonnegut, on the other hand, there is a comparable level of 
moral ambiguity. Through thick satire, Vonnegut utilizes euphemism in such a way that leads 
readers and characters to initially ignore the moral question within both stories. Both stories, 
“2BR02B” and “Welcome to the Monkey House” are set in what is ostensibly the same universe 
or time period. In the world of “2BR02B,” “everything was perfectly swell. There were no 
prisons, no slums, no insane asylums, no cripples, no poverty, no wars. All diseases were 
conquered. So was old age. Death, barring accidents, was an adventure for volunteers” 
(Vonnegut, “2BR02B” 447). In both worlds, however, there is a population problem that has 
been solved at least in part by “Ethical Suicide Studios” in “2BR02B” and the “Federal Ethical 
Suicide Parlor” in “Welcome to the Monkey House.” These stories use euphemism in an obvious 
way, flaunting that the substituted words are misleadingly-placed. Their euphemism incites 
moral questioning on the part of readers by blurring the lines between right and wrong.  
In the “2BR02B,” the population crisis has been solved by ethical suicide, by way of a 
national telephone number — 2 B R 0 2 B “was the telephone number of the municipal gas 
chambers of the Federal Bureau of Termination” (Vonnegut, “2BR02B” 448) — to be called 
when a person has “had about enough of life” (450). In order for a person to be born, another has 
to volunteer for suicide to maintain the stability of the population; “the law said that no newborn 
child could survive unless the parents of the child could find someone who would volunteer to 
die” (449). This simple, seemingly logical solution ignores the moral complexity that 
accompanies ethical suicide. This telephone number, though potentially obvious to readers as a 
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simplification of the famous soliloquy by Shakespeare’s Hamlet, has apparently been obviated of 
all meaning to the characters of the story. There is no explicit reference to Shakespeare in the 
piece and no indication that the number is anything more than that. The combination of 
euphemism and neologism in this simple telephone number is an artifact of the culture within the 
story. It is clever evidence of Vonnegut’s dark humor as an author, but the characters seem to 
have no idea of its cleverness; Shakespeare, as a cultural phenomenon, has been completely 
eradicated. A nod to readers, the phone number makes light of a dire situation.  
The original monologue is, in fact, about Hamlet contemplating suicide, so the playful 
reference is appropriate. Much of Vonnegut’s work both in this story and “Welcome to the 
Monkey House” is playfully dark, with “an exuberance in treating serious subjects with 
flippancy,” and  “much of the humor derives from hyperbole and inversion” (Reed 32). Dark 
humor also arises from the comparison between a deeply personal soliloquy that seriously 
contemplates suicide and a “trick telephone number that people who didn’t want to live anymore 
were supposed to call” (Vonnegut, “2BR02B” 448). The telephone number itself, and its root in 
a literary reference, is a euphemism. The gravity of the renowned soliloquy is immediately 
stripped when it is turned numeric. Even readers unaware of the soliloquy’s content have likely 
heard the phrase before, and by using the well-known phrase to refer to something as serious as 
committing to take your own life, Vonnegut voids much of the magnitude of the decision. 
Popular culture’s familiarity with the phrase makes the simplified telephone number somewhat 
of a novelty, clever wordplay, rather than an obvious method to commit government-assisted 
suicide.  
The moral implications of the narrative in “2BR02B” are obvious to readers, yet the 
characters in the story seem to be conveniently unaware of or unbothered by their consequences. 
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The culture of the story is predominantly concerned with simplicity, linguistic and otherwise, as 
a mode of escape from the complex morality of its society. The language turns quite simplistic, 
and the nuances of the decision to commit government-assisted suicide are voided through this 
choice. The painter himself, a mostly-observant character in the story, signs up for his own 
escape as well, as he makes an appointment to end his own life at the end of the story. The story 
“is told brightly, with a cheery tone and brisk, short sentences” (Reed 31), and with the exception 
of Wehling and perhaps the painter, the characters do not seem to see any issue with the 
exchange of life for life. The story takes place in the waiting room of a hospital, in which 
Wehling’s wife is in the midst of giving birth to triplets; Wehling’s issue with the system stems 
from the fact that he now has to choose three people to send to the Ethical Suicide Studios in 
exchange for his three new children’s lives.  
However, only one of the characters has any objections to completely disregarding the 
professional name for Ethical Suicide Studios; every other character refers to the gas chambers 
by “fanciful sobriquet” like “‘Automat,’ ‘Birdland,’ ‘Cannery,’ ‘Catbox,’ ‘De-louser,’ ‘Easy-go,’ 
‘Good-by, Mother,’ ‘Happy Hooligan,’ ‘Kiss-me-quick,’ ‘Lucky Pierre,’ ‘Sheepdip,’ ‘Waring 
Blendor,’ ‘Weep-no-more’ and ‘Why Worry?’” (Vonnegut, “2BR02B” 448). This grim humor 
mirrors the tone of the whole story. The ridiculous, euphemistic terms for the gas chambers 
completely eliminate any surface-level concern about the moral implication of these suicides. By 
avoiding any sort of shock factor and giving pleasant or silly nicknames to the gas chambers, 
Vonnegut humorously shakes off the morality of the situation and invites readers to do the same. 
And by evading any mention of the action itself in using these names, the characters simplify the 
decision for themselves and for readers. Not referring to the gas chamber by name deprives it of 
its gravity, which makes ignoring its negative moral implications that much easier for readers 
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and the characters in the story. If they don’t have to think about the meaning behind the 
euphemistic nickname, their propensity to accept it as normal increases. 
At the end of the story, in a surprising and quick turn of events, “Wehling shot Dr. Hitz 
dead. … And then he shot Leora Duncan. … And then he shot himself, making room for all three 
of his children” (450). At this point, the euphemism for the gas chambers turn bleak; the 
simplicity is shattered, and the true complexity of death and suicide is revealed. The painter, 
present for the entire narrative as a sort of frame for the story, ponders the idea of ethical suicide 
and all solutions he “could think of were grim. Even grimmer, surely, than a Catbox, a Happy 
Hooligan, an Easy Go. He thought of war. He thought of plague. He thought of starvation” (450). 
In this second mention of the at-first silly names, they are much darker and seem inappropriate 
for the context. The euphemism still functions, but it is now under the shadow of the three deaths 
— and impending fourth as the painter does call 2 B R 0 2 B at the end — that have unfolded in 
the story. No longer is the Happy Hooligan simply a silly name invoking something like a 
carnival ride; it is now an immediate means of death posing under a frivolous title. The moral 
question of the ethical suicide has become more apparent, since readers and the remaining 
character can no longer look at it through such a simplified lens. 
In Vonnegut’s “Welcome to the Monkey House,” ethical suicide is once again a focus of 
the piece; the story takes place in the Federal Ethical Suicide Parlor itself, staffed by “Hostesses, 
who were pretty, tough-minded, highly intelligent girls” (Vonnegut, “Monkey House” 30) who 
facilitate the suicides. In this iteration of the overpopulated earth, “the World Government was 
making a two-pronged attack on overpopulation” (30), partially through “compulsory ethical 
birth control” (30). These ethical birth control pills make those who ingest them numb from the 
waist down, not inhibiting sex but removing all pleasure from the act and therefore 
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deincentivizing it. The narrator explains that “the pills were ethical because they didn’t interfere 
with a person’s ability to reproduce, which would have been unnatural and immoral. ...Thus did 
science and morals go hand in hand” (31); this matter-of-fact logic explains the exact moral 
judgments made by the society and asks readers to follow. This can be viewed in direct 
comparison with the birth control pills in The Giver. Both pills remove sexual desire yet maintain 
sexual reproductive ability; however, the reception of the regulation within the society is slightly 
different, with little to no social resistance in the world of The Giver. As in “2BR02B,” the logic 
in this short story is so simply presented that characters seem to take it as fact, at face value. 
Readers are led to accept the characters’ simple reasoning, which fails to take into account the 
morality of so-called ethical suicide.  
Not everyone in this society follows this logic, though; there is an entire population 
called “nothingheads” that are portrayed as the villains of the story. A nothinghead is “a person 
who refused to take his ethical birth-control pills three times a day” (30); in other words, a 
person whose body functions just as any average reader of the story. The nothingheads in the 
narrative are portrayed as somewhat of a dangerous group, all “bombed out of their skulls with 
the sex madness that came from taking nothing” (33). The term nothinghead, on its surface, 
implies a certain level of ignorance or simple mindedness, which compounds the idea in the text 
that it is ethical and smart to control the population in a way “so orderly that its citizens’ rights 
are impinged” (Ellerhoff, “Post-Jungian Psychology” 86). Calling those who choose to ignore 
the punishment of “$10,000 and ten years in jail” (Vonnegut, “Monkey House” 30) simply 
“nothingheads” invalidates their potential moral arguments, moving readers in favor of agreeing 
with the government at large. The socially agreed-upon logic in the story tells characters exactly 
what to think, and readers are led to follow suit for the sake of the story. As the entity in charge 
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of the ethical suicide, or “E.S.S.” (32) as Hostess Nancy McLuhan calls it, the government 
maintains complete control over the process of suicide, birth control, and everything else. And 
indeed, “practically everything was the Government” (34). Vonnegut gives the Government the 
moral high ground, at first, by framing the nothingheads as bad people through their euphemistic 
title. The dichotomy of good guy and bad guy, as it is portrayed in the story as the E.S.S. staff 
and police versus the nothingheads, is a simplistic view of a morally complex situation. 
The nothingheads’ reputation as bad people only increases  as Billy the Poet, a notorious 
nothinghead, tricks and kidnaps Nancy. The name “Billy the Poet” sounds harmless and artistic 
when readers ignore the fact that he uses his poems to lure women in or signal his arrival. In fact, 
Billy the Poet “specializes in deflowering Hostesses in Ethical Suicide Parlors” (32) or, in other 
words, raping women who work in E.S.S. Readers are put in a moral quandary by this fact; Billy 
the Poet is a nothinghead, a human like any reader. His goal, throughout the story, is to take 
women off of the ethical birth control pills given to them by the government and return to them 
their “natural desire unnaturally suppressed” (Ellerhoff, “Post-Jungian Psychology” 102). This 
goal, on the surface, seems like a helpful practice and one that most readers would support. 
However, the “deflowering” euphemism works to soften the fact that Billy the Poet rapes 
multiple women; in the story, he “didn’t hurt her. He deflowered her with a clinical skill she 
found ghastly” (Vonnegut, “Monkey House” 47). This distinction, implying that the rape is 
somehow less because it did not hurt “is false, denying culpability by insisting the victim must 
have enjoyed the violation. Using ‘deflower’ as a floral euphemism to potpourri the event of a 
woman’s virginity being ‘taken’ is another such construct. If Nancy is not hurt physically, she 
certainly is psychologically” (Ellerhoff, “Post-Jungian Psychology” 104). Vonnegut uses the 
“deflower” euphemism here to lessen the impact of the scene as a whole, perhaps desensitizing 
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readers to the truth of the matter or obscuring the morality of the situation. This rape scene 
“remains troubling, and diminishes the sparkle of the incidental humor along the way” (Reed 
32), much in the way that the painter calling 2 B R 0 2 B at the end of the story of the same name 
is a troubling reminder of the nature of the society.  
The ending of “Welcome to the Monkey House” is indeed a bit indistinct in its 
implications and brings the title of the story full circle. Earlier in the narrative, the origin story of 
the ethical birth control pills is revealed; the scientist J. Edgar Nation created the pill to 
“introduce morality into the monkey house at the Grand Rapids Zoo” after he saw “a monkey 
playing with his private parts” on Easter morning (Vonnegut, “Monkey House” 36), and the 
pill’s use spread to population control as the need arose. At the end of the story, after the 
disturbing rape, Billy the Poet leaves a bottle of new pills on the table next to Nancy’s bed. He 
tells her “If you take one a month, you will never have children. And still you’ll be a 
nothinghead” (50). These pills, of course, represent the real-world birth control pill that created 
the “perceived godlike revolution of women’s sexuality, met FDA approval in 1960 and by 1968 
its use was widespread” (Ellerhoff, “Post-Jungian Psychology” 99). The label on the bottle says 
“WELCOME TO THE MONKEY HOUSE” (Vonnegut, “Monkey House” 50). This metaphoric 
monkey house is a return to natural, human sexuality. It is “in a sense, our ancestral home, 
identifying our lineage as one of the natural order of life on our planet” (Ellerhoff, “Post-Jungian 
Psychology” 185).  
However, comparing human life to monkeys is a euphemistic reference that obscures 
whether or not it is truly desirable to return to a seemingly-primitive way of life. This 
comparison is simple, not taking into account the true relationship between humans and 
monkeys, instead focusing on the idea of a common ancestor as a uniting factor. Though in 
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theory, of course readers would prefer their own natural state of being, calling their way of life 
“the monkey house” could be cause for a re-examination of their own values and moral 
judgments. A return to that natural state “is a grim prognosis for humans” (106) or, more 
hopefully, it is “exactly how God Almighty wants things here on Earth” (Vonnegut, “Monkey 
House” 49). The euphemism of the monkey house is up for reader interpretation, heightening the 
moral ambiguity of the entire story; readers are led, through the language in the piece, to believe 
that their natural state is wrong, but that is likely a hard pill to swallow.   
In both Vonnegut stories, the characters have no moral qualms whatsoever about their 
supposedly ethical population control practices. The language in both pieces indicates a 
euphemistic, circular approach to straightforward issues that simplifies them on the surface. The 
euphemism in the stories reduces the moral quandries that characters and readers could easily be 
put in if they examine certain aspects of the stories more closely. Many of the characters commit 
acts that are morally ambiguous, either wrong in their societies but right in readers’ or vice versa. 
The government’s strict control of “this future U.S.A. is a scientocracy, legislated by scientists 
responding to unfavorable conditions arising from limited resources and starvation” (Ellerhoff, 
“Post-Jungian Psychology” 87). But the euphemistic and often humorous language Vonnegut 
inserts into this world “can influence our perceptions and what we take to be real, and thus can 
actually shape our system of values and ethics” (Rackstraw 53). The euphemism leads to moral 
ambiguity that leaves readers wondering exactly how they feel about each story. 
In the short stories by both Saunders and Vonnegut, the authors use language to prompt 
uncertain moral judgments in readers. In the Saunders stories, readers are led to ignore the moral 
questions that could be posed in favor of simply empathizing with the characters and simply 
accepting much of the new language. The human drug testing in “Escape from Spiderhead,” for 
 
 
 
68 
example, is initially secondary to the clever wordplay of the drug names themselves and to the 
development of Jeff’s character. Only on further investigation is it obvious that, morally, the 
circumstances in these stories are much more dystopian in nature. And in “The Semplica Girl 
Diaries,” the narration is in a simplistic style that dimishes the impact of the dystopian setting. 
Readers must read through the simplicity in order to fully understand and grapple with the rights 
and wrongs of the story. In Vonnegut’s work, conversely, readers are faced with a moral 
dilemma head-on. In both stories, language is used satirically and humorously to poke fun at 
certain situations that, to the characters in the stories, do not seem to be anything out of the 
ordinary. To readers, however, the euphemism and wordplay call attention to the moral 
shortcomings of the society itself. In the work of both authors, euphemism and simplicity of 
language initially inhibit readers’ ability to judge morality. 
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Conclusion 
 In so much of dystopian literature, including the works I have examined in this thesis, 
language is the means by which authors are able to convey the ways that their societies function. 
All five authors use wordplay largely as a manifestation of governmental control, whether 
through direct propaganda or more subtle euphemistic changes in linguistic patterns. The 
characters that exist within each narrative have certain linguistic changes thrust upon them, 
whether they are aware of it or not. There are deviations in the words used and those words’ 
meanings that are separate from standard English as readers are familiar with it. Those deviations 
signal an altered reality for readers, letting us know that the world of the novel is somehow 
distinct from our own. However, the construction of these new words or meanings is familiar 
enough to readers due to their root in our own manner of understanding English; the neologism 
and euphemism have evolved (or devolved) from the ways language works in the readers’ world.  
The path from contemporary society’s use of language to the changes in the dystopian 
language is clear. Dystopian or speculative fiction is, by way of the definition I have referenced 
in this thesis, “fundamentally concerned with the writer’s present society and builds its horrific 
power on extrapolating current trends to what the writer considers their logically fearsome 
conclusions” (Sisk 7). That is, authors frequently gravitate toward a single issue and speculate on 
how the current trends regarding it will spiral into the future. Language, in general, is a means to 
indicate ideological change or a shift in a government’s role in society. Whereas previous to the 
dystopia, the government may have not played a large part in cultural practices and was focused 
mostly on legislation, post-dystopian governments typically have large amounts of power and 
control over many more minute aspects of its citizens’ lives. This is the case in many, if not all of 
the works that I have analyzed; “the centrality of language and its relationship to individual 
 
 
 
70 
freedom and State control” (Sisk 79) is a major theme in each work, with characters struggling 
with or suffering under the prevailing government.  
Authors use language in order to convince readers of their characters’ complete 
immersion in their respective dystopias. In many cases, the characters in each narrative do not 
question the types of language that the author creates in the same way that readers might. The 
oppressive governments are “operated through the precise use of language” (Setyorini 91) and 
citizens’ forced compliance. In The Giver, for example, the characters have been so far removed 
from our current society that they are painfully unaware of their own ignorance to the limitations 
of their language. In fact, their language is so limited that their very emotional makeup has been 
compromised, when compared to the full range of human emotion readers are capable of.  In 
other cases, such as “The Semplica Girl Diaries,” the narrator’s perspective is so ingrained in his 
own society — which facilitates horrific violations of human rights — that he does not feel the 
need to explain to future readers its most graphic practices, while still explaining fairly simple 
ones. A notable exception to this ignorance is in The Handmaid’s Tale, where the shift in power 
is so recent that the characters still have fresh in their minds their previous ways of life. Even 
still, however, none of the characters seem to question the linguistic changes and new words that 
the government has implemented. The propaganda slowly takes root as it becomes normalized in 
the characters’ minds.  
Because the characters are so often entrenched within the propagandized, oppressive 
societies, there are often moral questions that, with the use of euphemism especially, arise for 
readers. When the protagonists narrate their own worlds, they often become unreliable narrators 
as they provide accounts of certain things through the lens of their own culture. These characters 
are accustomed to using these euphemisms that their governments or societies have created, and 
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the true meanings that the euphemisms obscure are frequently very harmful and oppressive. 
However, through the author’s euphemistic portrayal of that meaning, readers are often drawn in 
as well. The Happy Hooligan in Vonnegut’s “2BR02B” does not sound all that bad at first 
glance, and readers are swayed toward forgetting that the Happy Hooligan is really a playful 
name for a government-run gas chamber used for so-called ethical suicide. The euphemism 
weakens the idea so it is more palatable to readers at first. This initial acceptance of these 
practices can lead to moral questioning by readers later on. As they continue to read, especially 
in the novels I have discussed, the euphemism and neologism becomes normalized for them as 
well. By the end of 1984, Newspeak is not acceptable by any means, but it feels slightly less 
abhorrent because it is so ordinary within the novel itself.  
The issue arises, then, when readers finally do come to reject the euphemism and 
neologism in the narrative. Again, The Handmaid’s Tale is an outlier here, because readers are 
led to resist the governmental propaganda from the start; but in nearly every other work, there is 
a moment in which the protagonist comes to a realization of the oppressive nature of their own 
reality. For Jonas in The Giver, it is the revelation of what “release” truly is; Jeff in Saunders’s 
“Escape from Spiderhead” refuses to give Darkenfloxx™ to another woman; the painter in 
“2BR02B” decides that he has had enough of the world as it is and decides to volunteer himself 
for suicide. Through these moments and others, the authors bring the readers with the characters 
on their journey to rebellion, in whatever form that may take for the character. Even in Atwood, 
though, the “use of a first-person narrator serves an important role in advancing her readers 
toward critical spectatorship” (Laflen 87). As readers see through the euphemism and the true 
nature of the governments, the oppression becomes all the more sinister. Though at first it seems 
to lessen the sense of dystopia, after thorough investigation, wordplay only amplifies it. 
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